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AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 


Introduction 


I. ON APPROACHING AUGUSTINE’S THEOLOGY 

Augustine attracts our interest in many ways—as the 
personality exhibited in the Confessions , as a bishop and a champion 
of the Church, as a saint—but he has remained an abiding pre¬ 
sence in the subsequent history of the West chiefly as a thinker, 
and its theology, both Catholic and Protestant, is largely a series 
of annotations to his work. He may have even greater relevance 
today than in the past, for when theological edifices built during 
the Middle Ages and since are being threatened, if they have not 
already crumbled, a new creativity, as we are often told, is 
demanded; and if we are not to start out lightheadedly elaborating 
our latest fancies, we would do well to dismantle the later edifices 
and look again at the original components from which they have 
been built, the insights that gave impetus to the whole develop¬ 
ment. 

My purpo se is to consider Augustine as a theologian and trace 
the course of his reflections, not with the expectation of assenting 
to his conclusions in every case, but in order to learn, first of all, 
something about the way in which he, in his situation, approached 
the problems of theology, and then how we in our own situation 
might think through the problems again with some measure of 
the breadth and originality exemplified in him. The task is pri¬ 
marily one of “historical theology,” therefore; but throughout 
there will be an interest in learning more about the nature of the 
theological enterprise, and a concluding chapter is expressly 
devoted to asking after the lessons that can be drawn from his 
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achievement and noting those points at which some of the most 
treasured assumptions of theology since the Middle Ages, often 
shared by traditionalists and radicals alike, may be qualified or 
supplemented or in some cases called into question by his 
thought. 1 

In order to catch Augustine the theologian at work we shall 
approach his thought not as a finished product, a “system” or at 
least a single complex of ideas, but as a process of reflection and 
discovery. And such a method is suited to the subject matter, for 
Augustine’s thought proceeds by way of ceaseless i nquiry ; he often 
refrains from making final judgments, and even when he makes 
them he is prepared to modify them in the light of fresh exami¬ 
nation. Consequently each stage in his thinking must be examined 
in and for itself in the attempt to discover its exact pattern and 
framework: what is taken for granted, what is a problem to him, 
what options lie at hand, what resources he has for bringing a 
problem to its resolution. There will be a continuity in his 
thought, but it will be the continuity of a process of becoming; 
there will be coherence, but it will be a coherence that is always 
changing. The method of study, then, must be “cinematic,” as it 
has recently been put in one of the most successful achievements 
along these lines 2 —Augustine’s thought must be seen as ji con- 
stantly c hanging whole? 

Augustine knew how much his mind had changed. From time 
to time he reflected on his development, and i n the Ketracl athms . 
written toward the end of his life, he furnished a catalogu e, in 
chronological order, of all his major writings. The task of tracing 
his development still is not an easy one, however, for his greatest 
works took many years to complete and he said little about the 
course of their production; and we are left almost entirely without 
guidance concerning the sermons, including the important series 
on the Psalms and on the Fourth Gospel. Chronological study of 
Augustine’s writings has gone on since Erasmus and the Maurists, 

1 It will be noted that I am using the word “theology” in its broad modern 
sense. It is a term that was not often used in the patristic period, and when it 
was used it had more specialized meanings. In that day what we call theology 
was more often called philosophy, and Augustine considered Christian 
thought in its fullness the “one true philosophy” (C. Jul. Pel., IV, 14, 72). 

2 Olivier du Roy, UIntelligence de la foi en la Trinite scion saint Augustin. 
Genese de sa tbeologie trinitaire jusqu'en 391 (Paris, 1966), p. 19. 
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but it is only in the twentieth century that the research has become 
sufficiently subtle in its methods and detailed in its findings to 
enable us to see the general outlines with some clarity, though 
many puzzles remain and some new ones have come to light. 3 My 
purpose here is not to engage in further study of chronology, 
which is a specialized discipline of its own. This is an essay not in 
history but in historical theology: that is to say, I am attempting 
to follow the reflections of Augustine as a theologian, utilizing 
the chronological studies that have been made, but with the pur¬ 
pose of gaining a better glimpse of him at work on the problems 
themselves. Nevertheless a few important points of chronology 
have emerged in the course of my own investigations, especially 
in chapter 4, and I have tried to indicate their importance to the 
understanding of his thought. 

The study of the chronology of Augustine’s writings has gone 
along hand in hand with another undertaking, the study of the 
influences upon him and the sources he used. One hypothesis 
leads to another; the query whether this or that motif is to be 
found only after a certain date leads to a search after the cause, 
and if it can be shown that a writing of some philosopher or 
theologian could have come into his hands at that time the two 
hypotheses will reinforce each other. My purpose is not to trace 
sources; for that, a very different and far more technical mode of 
procedure is required. But I find it necessary to proceed with an 
awareness of sources, especially in the case of Augustine, for he 
seems to have been aroused to his best reflections when challenged 
by something from beyond himself: a philosophical writing, a 
biblical passage, a query or a controversy. Indeed, his life was so 
busy that he wrote little that was not called forth by some such 
challenge; and even when his literary undertakings were self- 
motivated, so to speak, and were governed by some large specu¬ 
lative design —The Trinity , for example, or The City of God —then 
as well he seems to have sought out the stimulation of other 

3 This may be the appropriate point at which to mention that guidance 
through the mass of material written on all the varied topics of Augustine 
research can be found in Tarsicius van Bavel, Repertoire bibliographique de saint 
Augustin (Louvain, 1954), and Repertoire bibliographique de saint Augustin , 
19J0—1960 (Hague, 1963); Carl Andresen, Augustinus-Gesprach der Gegenwart 
(Koln, 1962); and the annotated bibliography published each year in the 
REA. 
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works, toward which he was sometimes antagonistic, and which 
at other times served to instruct him, but to which in every case 
he reacted with fresh and independent reflection. 

Augustine was not really an occasional thinker , though he 
produced many occasional writings . Each new challenge is met out 
of the resources of what he has already come to affirm, and though 
it often leads to a modification of his understanding of some topic 
there is a sovereign independence of mind and continuity of 
conviction that keeps his thought from ever becoming merely a 
passive response. Still an awareness of sources and influences is 
important for our purposes, for it safeguards us from the alto¬ 
gether uninteresting temptation to attribute everything in 
Augustine’s thought either to an unbroken and perfectly unified 
Catholic tradition or to his own personal genius and sanctity. To 
be sure, Augustine did take tradition seriously, and often the 
presence of an opinion in his writings will signal its presence in 
the wider Church. And his achievement does depend in large part 
upon genius and sanctity, working together. But the tradition of 
the Church is taken seriously only when one asks in exactly what 
shape it was presented to Augustine, what opinions were ranged 
before him, and especially what changes it made in his own thinking 
when he discovered something new in the tradition. And his 
originality is not diminished but is only given greater definiteness 
when we can see what he owed to others and how he transformed 
it through his own insight and power of synthesis. There will be, 
then, a discussion of sources from time to time, not for its own 
sake, as a matter of curiosity, but in order to catch a better glimpse 
of his preferences where he had a choice among alternatives and 
of his creativity in combining and reworking the materials at 
hand. If we give lip-service to open-mindedness, to constant 
inquiry, to the dialogical method, then we must be prepared to 
examine it at work in Augustine’s intellectual career and follow 
where it leads. 

Since my purpose is to consider Augustine the theologian, 
little can be said about the externals of his career, and in any event 
they have been treated well in books recently made available in 
English. The general outlines of his life and thought are traced 
by Gerald Bonner in St. Augustine of Hippo: Life and Controversies 
(Philadelphia, 1963), the character of his day-to-day life as a 
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churchman is examined with great sensitivity by F. Van der Meer 
in Augustine the Bishop (New York, 1961), and the story of his 
involvement in the wider life of the times and in the controversies 
of the Church is told with verve and a good “sense of place” and 
“sense for the occasion” by Peter Brown in Augustine of Hippo: 

A Biography (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1967). 

Little will be said, furthermore, about Augustine’s thoughts 
concerning society and politics, or the history of the human race 
as traced in Scripture, or the Church and its sacraments, though all 
of these topics do belong in some way to his theology. They are 
omitted in part because they verge more closely on the outward 
story, and in part because they constitute, even in their more 
theoretical aspects, a vast field with its own specialists. I am quite 
prepared to affirm that these topics must be studied if one is to get 
a complete picture of Augustine and his thought, and that they 
are well worth the study. But there is sufficient basis in the 
character of Augustine’s own thought for leaving them to one 
side in discussing his theology. He himself thinks according to 
distinct topics or problems, and often he discusses them in 
separate writings. His own deepest interest is clearly in questions 
about God, man, and the cosmos; when he is not pressed by his 
ecclesiastical responsibilities and has the liberty to plan his own 
work, it always concerns these matters. 

I shall attempt to focus attention, then, upon the inward history 
of a brilliant mind, following out his reflections on those topics 
tfiat were of greatest importance to him, making use of whatever 
can be learned about his life, the chronology of his writings, and 
the possible influences upon his thought—for this is indispensable \/ 
—but still giving it only a supporting role, for my interest is in the 
theological problems and the way in which Augustine approaches 
them. 

This study is, by its nature, a general one; lengthy discussion of 
the history of scholarship or detailed analysis of texts is out of the 
question. I shall try throughout to be to the point. Where 
Augustine’s meaning is clear or where previous scholarship has 
cast light on some problem, I shall not belabor the issue. The pro¬ 
cedure will not be argumentative but expository. In order to avoid 
making constant detours I have refrained from quoting Latin 
passages in the footnotes to substantiate or illustrate assertions 
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made in the text; on the principle that the reader ought in any case 
to consult Augustine’s writings directly, I have simply made 
reference to the relevant passages, following the standard method 
of citation (a table of Augustine’s major works, with both 
Latin and English titles and their probable dates, is supplied 
on pp. 11-14). 

My hope is that in approaching Augustine’s theology in its 
entire sweep it will be possible to gain a better articulated and 
more dramatic understanding ofKis theology. It is not enough 
merely to know what statements he happens to have made; the 
problem is to construe them properly, to know what is central and 
what is peripheral, what stood repeated examination and what was 
modified, with what degree of certitude and on the basis of what 
reasons he made this or that assertion. I would hope that the 
following discussion might furnish a useful handbook to the study 
of Augustine’s theology. But I also recognize that it must be of 
the nature of an interim report, for every new finding will alter, 
however minutely, the way in which all else is seen. What finally 
justifies such a venture is the fact that, though detailed studies are 
necessary for a proper understanding of Augustine’s writings, 
there is also an advantage in looking at his work in a broader 
perspective, for in this way some perplexities may be resolved, 
new questions may arise, new features of his development may 
come to light. At least that has been my experience in the writing, 
and I would hope that the reader, thinking through the problems 
for himself as he goes along, will likewise find himself challenged 
to restructure his conceptions of Augustine’s theology and will be 
stimulated to return once more to a closer study of his writings 
with new questions in mind. 

Since a year-by-year account of Augustine’s intellectual devel¬ 
opment would be not only unmanageable but foolish, given the 
state of our knowledge, his intellectual career has been divided 
into six periods, not arbitrarily, I may say, but inductively, on the 
basis of the broad continuities and the important breaks, as I have 
been able to discern them, in his thought. It does seem to me that 
each period constitutes a unit with certain external circumstances 
and a certain inward spirit of its own, and though there are note¬ 
worthy developments and even changes of course within them 
(and these will be noted), they can be viewed in most cases as the 
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outworking of the same set of convictions or the investigation of 
the same set of problems. 

But before coming to Augustine the Christian theologian as he 
can be studied in his own writings, it is necessary to glance at two 
matters which constitute the “background” of his thought: first, 
his own life up through his conversion, and second, the influence 
of the various intellectual currents in the ancient world upon him. 

2. Augustine’s Way to Christianity 

Those who have read the Confessions , and many who have never 
even looked into it, will remember the main features of Augus¬ 
tine’s life: that he was born in 354 in the North African town of 
Thagaste, of middle-class parents, the temperamental Patricius 
and the more pious Monica; that he was brought up as a nominal 
Christian, though only as a catechumen, for, in keeping with the 
common practice of the day, he was not baptized early in life; that 
his parents’ chief ambition for him was that he go through the 
curriculum of liberal education leading toward one of the careers 
which brought prestige and often wealth and power in late Roman 
society; and that he succeeded in this until he abruptly changed 
course and devoted his life first to contemplation and then to the 
service of the Church. 

The study of Augustine’s life as narrated in the Confessions and 
elsewhere, a problem that has taken up whole books, 4 can be con¬ 
sidered here only briefly. What is important for our purposes is 
his intellectual development during those years, the “ prehistory,” 
as it were, of his thought as a Christian, and it is important not only 
because of its enduring influence upon him but because of what it 
tells of the intellectual and moral appeal Christianity held for him. 

The way begins with Augustine’s reading of Cicero’s dialogue 
Hortensius at the age of nineteen. This work, a typical exhortation 
to the life of philosophy and probably modeled on similar works 
by the young Aristotle and by Cicero’s own teacher Posidonius, 

4 Special mention should be made of Prosper Alfaric, U.involution intellects 
clle de S. Augustin . I. Du Manicbeisme an Neo-platonisme (Paris, 1918); Pierre 
Courcelle, Recberches sur les Confessions de saint Augustin (Paris, 1950); Jean- 
Marie Le Blond, Les Conversions de saint Augustin (Paris, 1950); John J. 
O’Meara, The Young Augustine: The Growth of St. Augustine's Mind up to his 
Conversion (London, 1954); and the notes by Aime de Solignac in BA, vols. 
XIII and XIV (Paris, 1962). 
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aroused in him a magnum incendium , a burning desire to devote him¬ 
self to the search for wisdom. From what we know of the work 
through the surviving fragments we can surmise something of its 
effect. It urges men to devote themselves wholeheartedly to the 
pursuit of wisdom, forsaking all other desires; but it disabuses 
them of any expectation that the wajTwilTbe an easy one, for 
Cicero followed the teaching of the Academics that nothing can 
be known with certitude in the realm of philosophy—at least, he 
says, during the present life, for he hopes for something better 
afterward. 

Cicero supplied a continuity to Augustine’s subsequent devel¬ 
opment. Not only did the philosophical ideal continue to remain 
before him, though only as an ideal; much that he knew of philo¬ 
sophical problems and analyses came to him through Cicero’s 
writings. But in one way, Augustine says, the classical exhortation 
to the philosophic life did not satisfy him: he found in it no men¬ 
tion of the name of Christ or of the Christian religion, with which 
he had been imbued since infancy ( Conf III, 4, 8; C. Acad,, II, 
2, 5; De util, cred ., 1, 2). It is clear from the narrative in the Con¬ 
fessions and from earlier, more sketchy comments that.thejiwaken- 
ing of a philosophical interest led to a serious encounter with the 
Scriptures; it is also clear that this study of the Scriptures did not 
have a satisfactory outcome. In the Confessions (III, 4, 9) he says 
that it was because he did not approach the Scriptures with the 
proper docility; in the earlier accounts he says more provocatively, 
once in his own voice and once while reporting the arguments of 
the Manichaeans (De beat a vita , I, 4 and De util, cred., 1, 2 respec¬ 
tively), but both times in the very same terms, that he was 
“frightened away by superstition” from engaging in a search for 
the truth through the study of the Scriptures. When Prosper 
Alfaric 5 suggested that this superstitio must be the Christian reli¬ 
gion in which he was brought up, an anguished cry of rage came 
from most scholars; but the textual evidence is clear, and 
Courcelle 6 and Solignac 7 have agreed that the term does refer to 
Catholic Christianity and that Augustine is reporting the attitude 
he actually took at the time: his interest in philosophy had been 

5 Devolution intellectuelle , p. 70, n. 7. 

6 Recbercbes , pp. 60-78. 

7 BA, XIII, pp. 127-128, n. 1. 
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aroused, and the insistence of the Catholics that one must first 
assume the posture of faith did not sit well with his aspirations. 
Their policy would appear superstitious to him, and finding no 
encouragement among them in his attempt to gain better under¬ 
standing he would be vulnerable to the rationalistic claims of the 
Manichaeans. 

In the earliest account (an accurate recollection of his own feel¬ 
ings at the time) he says that a childish superstition—not his own 
but that of others, we may suppose—deterred him from the 
search for truth ( De beat a vita , I, 4). In a later account (De util, cred ., 
1, 2), which is probably a fuller report of the circumstances, he 
puts the statement into the mouths of the Manichaeans, who for¬ 
swore “awesome authority” (auctoritas terribilis) and claimed to 
lead men to God through reason alone (this is quite in keeping 
with their attack on the wrathful God of the Old Testament); 
then he goes on to report their accusation that it is because of 
superstition that the Catholics are awed by authority, to such an 
extent that they tell people they must simply have faith, while the 
Manichaeans do not press anyone toward belief without a full 
discussion of the matter. Putting the two accounts together we 
can see the transition that Augustine underwent at the time: the 
type of Christianity with which he was acquainted in North Africa 
was one which stressed reverence for divine authority at the ex¬ 
pense of rational inquiry and may even have been inclined to 
counsel blind faith—at least Augustine saw it so 8 ; and when the 
Manichaeans characterized this attitude as superstitio and promised 
something more philosophical, Augustine was ready to agree 
with them and follow their method for a while. The contrast 
between authority and reason, which continued to occupy 
Augustine’s attention for many years, could well have been made 
at that early time either by Augustine or by Manichaeans trained 
in the classics, for Cicero uses it with some frequency, and in such 
a way as to reinforce Augustine’s drift away from Catholic 
Christianity: in the dialogue Lucul/us (II, 18, 60) he suggests that 
the Academics have veiled their true teachings precisely “in order 
that those who hear them might be led more by reason than by 

8 That he did not exaggerate is proved by a letter from a fellow bishop, 
Conscntius, to Augustine about 412 (Ep. 119 in the Augustine corpus), 
whose point is that “God is not to be sought after by reason but followed 
through authority.” 
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authority”; in other words, teachings are not to be accepted at 
face value, for that would be a passive submission to authority, 
but they are to be taken as an invitation to autonomous rational 
inquiry. 

Augustine considered himself to have been an adherent of the 
Manichaeans, though only as an auditor , for nine years, between 
the ages of nineteen and twenty-eight, thus from 373 to 382 (De 
wor., I, 18, 34; II, 19, 68; Couf., IV, 1, 1). During this period 
Augustine was a disaffected Christian looking for a more adequate 
form of his childhood religion, and it should be remembered that 
Manichaeism, though it had originated in Persia, was not just 
one more exotic oriental sect but had absorbed a considerable 
amount of Christianity (specifically the Gnosticizing Christianity 
of Edessa) and was able to present itself as the true faith—with 
some success, for it seems to have absorbed much of the Marcion- 
ite church in the Roman world. 9 The Manichaeism that Augus¬ 
tine knew in Africa was probably quite thoroughly Westernized; 
it had philosophical pretensions and utilized Stoicism and Pytha- 
goreanism to buttress its claims. It may even be that a leader like 
Faustus of Milevis took a rather casual attitude toward the writ¬ 
ings of the sect and instead stressed, like the Marcionites before 
him, the epistles of Paul. 10 When Augustine reveals that his read¬ 
ing of Cicero left him with a feeling of disappointment at one 
point, that it made no mention of the name of Christ (Con/., Ill, 4, 
8), we may suppose that it was precisely because Manichaeism 
claimed to possess the true and reasonable Christianity that he 
became interested in it. We should be aware, then, of the positive 
aspects of Manichaeism, at least as they appeared so to Augustine 
at the time: its striving for rationality, its criticism of the anthro¬ 
pomorphisms and the wrathful father-figure of the Old Testa¬ 
ment, its loftiness of mind, its concern for moral and spiritual 

9 For the Christianity of Edessa, see Walter Bauer, Rechtglaubigkeit ttnd 
Ket^erei im altesten Christentum (Tubingen, 1934) ch. 1, and Helmut Kocstcr, 
“TNQMAI AIA<POPOI. The Origin and Nature of Diversification in the 
History of Early Christianity,” Harvard Theological Review, LVIII (1965), 
2 7 9 - 3 i 8 . 

10 Paul Monceaux, “Le Manicheen Fauste dc Milev. Restitution de ses 
Capitula ,” Memoires de T Academie des inscriptions et belles let ires, XLIII, 1. 
partie (1933), pp. i-m, esp. zoff.; W. H. C. Frend, “The Gnostic-Mani- 
chaean Tradition in Roman North Africa,” journal of Ecclesiastical History , 
IV (1953), pp. 20-22. 
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values, its willingness to shun earthly things so that the soul 
might truly live. 11 

It should not be supposed, therefore, that there was any conflict 
between Augustine’s philosophical passion and his flirtations with 
the Manichaean sect, for they seemed, at least for the time being, 
to reinforce each other. His continuing interest in philosophy is 
manifested by the writing of a treatise On the Beautiful and the Bitting 
(fDe pulchro etapto ) about 381. It may be that the treatise, as best it 
can be reconstructed onThcTbasis of the account given in the 
Confessions (IV, 13, 20—15, 27), contained some themes and images 
derived from the Manichaean liturgy. 12 But it would be a mistake 
to suppose that its inspiration was predominantly Manichaean. 
The treatise, written in Carthage, was dedicated to Hierius, a 
Greek from Syria who had learned Latin and became a famous 
rhetor in Rome itself. As Augustine years later inquires into his 
own motives it is not surprising that he finds he admired Hierius 
because of his fame and hoped to follow the same course: it is, 
comments Marrou, the typical gesture of a provincial seeking to 
curry favor with a great man. 13 The ideas set forth in the treatise 
are not at all alien to the world of classical culture. The basic theme 
of the work—that the term “beautiful” is applied to the har¬ 
monious appearance of a patterned whole, and the term suit¬ 
able” or “fitting” is applied to the harmonious relation of one 
thing to another or of the parts to the whole —is deri ved, even 
down to the illustrations employed, from Cicero s writings, and 
specifically from those portions which transmit Stoic arguments 
for the coherence of the cosmos and the purposiveness of all its 
parts. 14 What is not Ciceronian can in large measure be traced to 
other classical sources. When Augustine reports having said that 
virtue is a kind of peace and vice a kind of discord, or that things 
are loved because of their harmony, it is possible to discern the 
influence of Varro. 15 And when he speaks of the monad, the 

11 See Brown, Augustine of Hippo, pp. 49 “ 5 °- . . A 

12 An attempt has been made to demonstrate this in Takeshi Nato, 
“Melodia interior. Sur le traite De pulchro et apto, y REA, XII (1966), 229— 
240. 

13 Henri-Irdnee Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique (Paris, 
1938), p. 163. 

14 Maurice Tcstard, Saint Augustin et Ciceron, I. Ciceron dans la formation et 
Pccuvre de saint Augustin (Paris, 1958), pp. 5 5~66. 

15 See section 3 below. 
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undivided, asexual mind, and the “dyad” which results when it is 
contaminated by an alien principle, he is only giving a Manichaean 
twist to a standard Pythagorean theme. Solignac has shown 16 that 
it is likely that Augustine did make use of a Pythagorean work at 
the time when he was teaching rhetoric in Carthage, and thus at 
the time when he wrote De pulchro et apto , for the commentary of 
his own pupil Favonius on the Dream of Scipio (the classic state¬ 
ment of cosmology and eschatology for the Roman world which 
appears at the end of Cicero’s BLepublic') manifests similar themes, 
and the source is the Introductio arithmetica of Nicomachus of 
Gerasa, translated into Latin by Apuleius. 

Augustine says that he never really assented to Manichaean 
doctrine, but only hoped that under the veil of their public teach¬ 
ings there were more profound truths to be uncovered (De beata 
vita , I, 5 ; De util, cred ., 8, 20). And if Augustine’s philosophical 
knowledge for a time seemed to converge with Manichaean doc¬ 
trine, finally it led him into serious doubts about it, initially, 
according to his own report, because of scientific difficulties, 
chiefly in astronomy (< Conf , V, 3, 6—5, 9). Augustine never be¬ 
came familiar with the mathematical aspects of astronomy, but he 
learned enough about the heavenly bodies to see that the science 
of his day conflicted with the Manichaean picture of the cosmos. 

His career as a rhetorician led him first to Rome and then to 
Milan, and it was at Milan that he was gradually nudged toward 
Christianity by a succession o f even ts. The sequence can be pieced 
together from the Confessions , books V—IX, and from earlier 
accounts, written soon after his conversion (De beata vita , I, 3-4; 
C. Acad., II, 2, 4-5) or a few years later (De util, cred., 8, 20-21). 

Out of professional interest Augustine went to hear Ambrose’s 
sermons, and Ambrose—not yet in person, but only from afar— 
began to resolve the difficulties he had had with the Old Testa¬ 
ment. Such difficulties were not unusual in the ancient world. 
People acquainted with philosophical notions of God were un¬ 
comfortable with the anthropomorphisms of the Old Testament 
(not only with its descriptions of God under human form, but its 
su gg es bons that God has human emotions, or changes his mind). 

16 Aimc dc Solignac, “ Doxographies et manucls dans la formation philo- 
sophiquc de saint Augustin,” RA, I (Paris, 1958), pp. i2 9 ff.; cf. his later dis¬ 
cussion in Note complemcntaire 16, BA, XIII, pp. 670-673. 
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Augustine had been inclined to follow the Manichaeans and sim¬ 
ply reject the Old Testament, but now he learned from Ambrose 
that its more shocking features could be allegorized and made 
symbols of a deeper meaning. Augustine says he often heard on 
Ambrose’s lips the verse, “The letter kills but the spirit gives life” 
{Conf.y VI, 4, 6), and since this verse is to be found, among the 
extant sermons of Ambrose, only in the expositions of Luke (the 
third, the sixth, and the ninth), it may be these that Augustine 
heard. 17 As a result he began to recover his basic sense of identity 
as a Catholic Christian; he thought of the Christian faith as un¬ 
beaten, he says, though not yet victorious, and he resolved to 
remain a catechumen of the Church in which he had been brought 
up while awaiting further light ( Conf.y V, 14, 25; De util. cred.y 8, 


But another more surprising result of Ambrose’s influence was, 
as Testard stresses, 18 to lead Augustine toward a more intense 
Ciceronianism. For the first time he seriously entertained the 
Academic view that in all the big questions a firm grasp on the 
truth is impossible, so that one can only withhold assent and give 
oneself over to an unceasing inquiry in philosophical questions (in 
practical matters, where one must do somethingy one can act on the 
basis of probability). Augustine says that when Monica arrived in 
Milan she found him holding the Academic philosophy, but was 
consoled by the fact that he had been led into it through the 
influence of Ambrose ( Conf.y VI, 1, 1; De util. cred.y 8, 20). What it 
involved, as his own account suggests, was a clearing out of his 
earlier convictions and a certain disorientation as to where he 
might turn next; he was not yet able to rise above his dependence 
upon sense and imagination in thinking about philosophical 
problems, but he knew that they are not adequate vehicles of 
philosophical knowledge. 

Now Ambrose came to influence him in another way. In reflect- 
ing~on Ambrose’s sermons, he says, he came to understand the 
place of authority and belief ( Conf.y VI, 5, 7-8). This meditation on 
authority was Augustine’s own; he could not have derived from 
Ambrose himself any clear notion of it. 19 The distinction between 


17 Solignac, BA, XIII, 141-142, n. 1. 

18 Testard, Saint Augustin et Ciceron, I, 85, n. 4. 

19 Du Roy, LIIntelligence de la foi en la Tfinite, p. 113, n. 5. 
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authority and reason came from Cicero, and it had been a problem 
to Augustine for a long time; he uses those terms in recounting 
his thoughts at the age of nineteen, when it seemed to him, follow¬ 
ing Cicero, that authority and reason are opposed and his devotion 
to philosophy led him to abandon Catholic Christianity in favor of 
the seemingly more rational religion of the Manichaeans. Now he 
came to recognize that there may be a place for authority, under¬ 
stood as “authentic” and “authoritative” testimony on the part 
of others, and for belief in that testimony when one does not have 
direct experience or rational proof of a matter. During this period 
in 385 Augustine found that his doubts and difficulties concerning 
Christianity were gradually subsiding, and his thoughts at the 
time (into which we cannot look any further) are discussed at 
length in book VI of the Confessions . 

About this time Augustine was fired with the project of organiz¬ 
ing a community of gentlemen engaged in the philosophic quest. 
The inspiration came chiefly from Cicero, who often praised the 
otium philosopbandi , but there were a few Pythagorean features in 
the scheme, such as the holding of all goods in common . 20 Augus¬ 
tine seems to have had some success, gathering a group of inter¬ 
ested friends and even inspiring a wealthy man from Thagaste, 
Romanianus, to take a leading role. But the project remained only 
a dream; Augustine was not able to abandon his hopes for a 
successful career and marriage into respectable society, and the 
friends found that their wives would not acquiesce in the plan 
0 Conf ., VI, 14, 24; De beata vita,, I, 3; C. Acad., II, 2, 5). 

But Augustine’s contacts with high society, as it turned out, 
had even more fruitful consequences. In 385 he had great success 
in declaiming panegyrics in honor of Bauto (C lift. Petil ., Ill, 25, 
30) and the emperor Valentinian II (Conf, VI, 6, 9). 21 As he rose 
in the esteem of influential people he hoped for some kind of civil 
post. Instead he was brought under new philosophical influences 
which moved him closer to Christianity. 

It was only after he had been j.n Milan for some time, and 
probably in the spring of 386, that Augustine became acquainted 
with a grouped PlatonistsTwealthy laymen in high positions, some 
of them Christian and some not—Zenobius, Hermogenianus, 

20 Solignac, BA, XIII, pp. 566-567, n. 1. 

21 Courcelle, Rechercbes, pp. 78-83. 
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Celsinus perhaps, and especially Flavius Manlius Theodorus, a 
public official and an eloquent orator who had also gained some 
stature as a writer of philosophical treatises in Latin. 22 Courcelle 
points out that the atmosphere in Milan was, for political reasons, 
one of animosity toward the court in Constantinople and toward 
everything Greek; thus there was a conscious attempt at what 
might already be called a translatio studii from Greece to the West, 
from the Greek to the Latin language, and even from Greek to 
Latin thought-patterns (for Augustine seems to think that there is 
a difference: in the third book of Contra Acadewicos he repeatedly 
chides the Greeks for their levity and sophistry). As best the 
record can be pieced together, Augustine had several conversa- // 
tions with Manlius Theodorus and began to learn how to think 
of God and the soul as incorporeal ( De beata vita, I, 3); on the 
basis of this man’s interest in neojPlatomsrrL( c< I gathered that you 
were most interested in it,” he says in De beata vita , I, 4) he did 
some reading in the works the Platonists—and this means specific¬ 
ally Plotinus, whose name is mentioned twice in the early writings 
(De beata vita, I, 4; C. Acad., Ill, 18, 41), though Augustine 
probably read only a few of the 54 treatises in the Enneads , and it 
is unlikely that all of them were translated by Marius Victorinus. 
The circumstances of Augustine’s securing these writings are a 
matter of some curiosity to the scholars, for in the Confessions 
(VIII, 9, 13) he says that they came to him, by divine guidance, 
through a certain man who was puffed up with a monstrous pride. 
Courcelle has suggested Manlius Theodorus 23 ; O’Meara has 
suggested Porphyry, the editor of the Enneads and an opponent of 
Christianity 24 ; but the most promising suggestion comes from 
Solignac, who argues that it must be someone in the immediate 
circle of Platonists in Milan and that the use of “a certain man” 
(qtddani) indicates that it was one of the non-Christians, perhaps 
Celsinus, who, according to C. Acad., II, 2, 5, had called these 
books pleni —copious, pregnant, suggestive. 25 

What Augustine encountered was not always a Platonism 
recommended and interpreted by CliristiaELJBlatonists. There were 

22 See Pierre Courcelle, Les let Ires grecques en Occident. De Macrobe a Cassiodore 
(Paris, 1943), pp. 119-129; Solignac, BA, XIV, pp. 529-536. 

23 Courcelle, Les lettres grecques, pp. 119-129. 

24 O'Meara, The Young Augustine, p. 153. 

25 BA, XIII, p. 103. Cf. his note on “ cuiusdaw Ciceronisibid., p. 667. 
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non-Christians among his acquaintances in Milan. Nevertheless 
he saw from the first that Plotinus could be made to agree with the 
mysteria of the Christian faith—and this means specifically its 
doctrine of the Trinity ( De beata vita, I, 4; Conf, VII, 9, 15). It is 
probably accurate to say, with Gilson and Boyer and most other 
recent scholars, that Augustine read the Enneads in a Christian 
sense; and Pere Hadot has added that if he read the Enneads in a 
Christian sense it was because Marius Victorinus before him had 
read the prologue of the Fourth Gospel in a neo-Platonist sense. 26 
Hisjnterest in Platonism, and his confidence that it was consistent 
with Christianity, were probably reinforced by the sermons of 
Ambrose which he heard at the same time, if Courcelle is correct: 
the sermons on Jacob, on the six days of creation, on Isaac, and 
on the value of death, all of which contain Plotinian motifs. 27 In 
the account given soon after his conversion he speaks of the 
passion which the Platonist writings aroused in him, and he says 
that his childhood religion was again attracting his interest, 
though still without his knowledge (C. Acad., II, 2, 5). 

And yet Augustine in looking back at this intellectual conver¬ 
sion finds much for which to reproach himself. “I was babbling 
as though I thought myself an expert/’ he says ( Conf\, VII, 20, 
26), and he thinks that he fell in with those proud men of whom 
the apostle speaks, who know God but do not honor him as God 
{Conf., VIII, 1, 2). Courcelle has suggested that he was trying to 
achieve an ecstatic vision of God, and some passages in the 
Confessions (VII, 10, 16; 17, 23; 20, 26) seem to suggest that he 
caught a glimpse of God, but only momentarily, and then fell 
back. But this interpretation is belied by statements in Augustine’s 
writings soon afterward, for he makes no claim to have attained 
to a direct vision of God and in fact speaks of God as hidden, 
touched only rarely by the human mind or not at all (C. Acad., I, 
8, 22). The experiences which Augustine in the Confessions reports 
himself to have had on reading Plotinus are not thereby devalu¬ 
ated, but we are enabled to understand them correctly as his 
arriving at the conviction that the Light is there and that it is 
attainable by the human mind, but his discovery at the same time 
that when the eyes of the mind are weak or are suddenly opened 

26 Quoted in du Roy, p. 61, n. 2. 

27 Recbercbes, pp. 98-103, 122-124. 
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we are hesitant ( trepidamus) to look at the Light (cf. De beata vita , 
IV, 35). Even in the three passages in the Confessions , he repeats 
that he knew there was something to be seen, but that he was not 
yet the one to see it. 

Though Pere Henry is right in pointing to Augustine’s mystical 
aspirations, 28 we should not, I think, speak of “attempts at 
ecstasy” with Courcelle 29 and the many others who have followed 
his interpretation. What Augustine experienced, if the record can 
be trusted, was a “trepidation at ecstasy.” He was aware of his 
own limitations, and, far from frustrating him in his attempt to 
achieve ecstatic union with God, they held him back from even 
making the attempt. The impression one gains from the writings 
of the time is that he felt so habituated to the sensory realm that 
he was overcome with vertigo at the prospect of returning to the 
intelligible world which is the mind’s proper habitat, and there¬ 
fore preferred to remain in his accustomed haunts. 30 It is not that 
he tried and failed, then, but that he thought he could gradually 
make his way toward the goal in the fashion taught in the Platonist 
writings, not to the exclusion of Christianity (for he did find the 
Trinity in them, and even the need of purification), but with the 
assumption that there was a comfortable harmony between 
Platonism and Christianity ( [Conf, VII, 20, 26). 

Then he eagerly seized ( arripui , he says in both accounts) the 
writin gs o f the apostle Paul (C. Acad ., II, 2, 5; Conf , VII, 21, 27). 
It~was not, I think, because of an attempt at mysticism and the 
experience of failure. In the account given soon after the event he 
says merely that his childhood religion, about which he had 
thought only incidentally ( tantum ... quasi de itinere) for many years, 
now attracted him, though without his knowledge, and he began 
eagerly reading Paul (C. Acad ., II, 2, 5). 31 The account in the 

28 Paul Henry, Plotin et VOccident (Louvain, 1934), pp. m-119. 

29 Recherche s , pp. 157-167. 

30 See the discussions in chapter 1 below. 

31 This phrase “ quasi de itinere ” has caused difficulty to the scholars, but I 
follow the translation of Jolivct ( BA f IV, p. 69), which seems most natural. 
Courcelle (Recbercbes, pp. 168-169) suggests that it means “while on the 
way”; Testard {Saint Augustin et Ciccron , I, p. 167, n. 2) suggests that it means 
“while away from the road”; O’Meara if be Young Augustine , p. 157), that he 
looked back as from the end of a long journey; and Korner ( Das Sein und der 
Menscb [Frciburg-Munich, 1959]), pp. 61-68, 112-134, makes of it a Platonic 
recollection of the intelligible realm. 
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Confessions (VII, 20, 26—21, 27) is not a record of his experiences 
at the time but an interpretation of them with the wisdom of 
hindsight, for the whole account is permeated with Pauline motifs 
of the sort that Augustine did not grasp even at the time of his 
conversion but came to understand only later, in the years just 
prior to the writing of the Confessions —that the only function of 
exhortation is to show man his need of divine assistance, and that 
whatever man achieves is the gift of God. 32 According to the 
earlier narrative what he found in Paul w as something else: the 
record of heroic lives which demonstrated the compatibility of 
Christianity with the^pHilo^ophical ideal. “ These men could not 
have - lived inthis way or have done such things, I thought, if their 
writings and their thoughts had been contrary to so great a good” 
(C. Acad ., II, 2, 5). The lives of the Platonists began to pale in 
comparison. 

About this time Augustine began going to see Simplicianus , 
who drove the point home. Simplicianus had all the qualifications 
needed to commend him to Augustine, for he was a Platonist and 
many years earlier he had been acquainted with Marius Victorinus, 
the translator of Plotinus, who, in fact, became a Christian largely 
at Simplicianus’ urging. In his conversations with Augustine 
v Simplicianus probably supplied a pattern by which to bring 
Platonism and Christianity into meaningful relationship. 33 Solig- 
nac points out that Ambrose (. Ep . 65) praised the inquiring spirit 
of Simplicianus, a man who kept on asking questions though he 
had gone through the whole world seeking an understanding of 
God, who spent much time in reading, who liked to point out the 
shortcomings of the philosophers; and that Gennadius ( De script . 
ecc/., 36) said that in asking questions as though he were seeking 
to learn, he was able to teach the one who appeared to be teach¬ 
ing. 34 He was a Socratic figure, then, who probably fitted his 
questioning to Augustine’s needs. He showed him the kinship 
between Platonism and Christianity, remarking, for example, that 

32 See chapter 3, sections 3 and 5, below. 

33 This point is given special attention in Goulvcn Madcc, “Connaissancc 
de Dieu et action des graces. Essai sur les citations de Tfipitre aux Romains, 
I, 18-25 dans Fceuvre de saint Augustin,” RA, II (Paris, 1963), pp. 273-309, 
though I cannot agree that the first chapter of Romans, or even the anti- 
Christian bias of Porphyry, played any role in those conversations. 

34 BA, XIV, p. 531. 
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a Platonist had once told him that the opening words of the Fourth 
Gospel should be inscribed in gold in all the churches ( De civ . Dei, 
X, 29). But he also pointed up the shortcomings of the Platonists. 
He told Augustine that Victorinus, in his function as a rhetor, 
took part in Roman civic religion with its worship of “monstrous 
deities of every sort, and Anubis who barked like a dog, all the 
gods who had once borne arms against Neptune and Venus, and 
against Minerva” ( Aeneid , VIII, 698!?.), and yet was ashamed of 
making public profession of Christianity. If we wish to know the 
impact Simplicianus had upon Augustine at the time, something 
of a clue is perhaps to be found in the opening chapters of his work 
On True Religion , where the Platonists come under reproach for 
noFEaving the courage of their own convictions: they knew that 
there is one God, but they continued to take part in superstitious 
rituals out of fear of popular opinion (cf. also De civ. Dei, IV, 29; 
X, 1). By contrast the Christians, whom the Platonists scorn for 
their lack of learning, have actually lived out the implications of 
monotheism and will reap its benefits. The image employed in the 
Confessions (VII, 20, 26—21, 27) and in other passages (e.g., De 
Trin ., IV, 18, 24), that the Platonists can see the goal in the 
distance but that only the Christians are traveling along the way 
that leads toward it, probably represents an accurate recollection 
of Augustine’s thoughts at the time of his conversion even 
though it is overlaid with later preoccupations, for during the 
years just before the writing of the Confessions he had been studying 
Paul again, and his use of Romans 1 to criticize the Platonists for 
their proud refusal of divine assistance is a theological interpreta¬ 
tion of his earlier reflections. 35 The opposition which he felt at 
the time was that between the moral courage of the Christians 
and the empty professions of the Platonists. 

The recognition of this tension between Platonism and 
Christianity did not by itself resolve his own problem. His hesita¬ 
tions continued, for merely to know that the eternal Light must 
be sought, and to know that Christian dedication was the way by 
which to become fit for the vision of that Light, did not lead im¬ 
mediately to willing it. He says, soon after the event, that he was 
ready to weigh anchor and set forth but was swayed by the 


35 Sec chapter 4, section 4, below. 
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existimatio of certain men (De beata vita , I, 4). This term can be 
read positively, as the honor and esteem in which he was held, so 
that he was tempted to remain in a profession in which his talents 
could be put to successful use, or in a more neutral sense as group 
opinion, with its pressures toward conformity. But it is just 
possible that it is to be read negatively, as the judgment of certain 
men, dissuading him from embarking on a new course by sug¬ 
gesting that he might not be able to see it through; in a later 
passage which has a certain autobiographical intensity about it he 
interprets the lingua subdola , the beguiling tongue of Psalm 119 
(120), 4, as the voice of those who implant despair at ever being 
able to carry through a heroic commitment (Enarr. in Ps. 119, 5; 
123, 6), and the same passage is applied directly to his own situa¬ 
tion in the Confessions (IX, 2, 3), though in connection with the 
days following his conversion, not those preceding it. 36 Whatever 
the role of others, it is clear that Augustine had difficulty bringing 
himself to an unambiguous commitment to a new way of life, 
and this is the problem that occupies him throughout book VIII 
of the Confessions . 

What finally tipped the balance ? In the early writings Augustine 
says only that he had developed a pain in his chest, and though he 
had already decided to enter upon a life in search of wisdom it 
was this that forced him to give up his activities as a teacher of 
rhetoric more quickly (De ord. y I, 2, 5; De beata vita, I, 4; cf. Conf, 
IX, 2, 3). In the Confessions he recounts a series of events to which 
no allusion is made in the earlier writings. Ponticianus, a high 
official in the court, happened to be visiting and told him first.of 
Anthony, the father of monasticism, and then of the two young 
men who had been converted to the monastic life after chancing 
upon the narrative of his life while they were at Treves. This 
account of heroic Christianity seems to be what brought Augus¬ 
tine to the crisis point. After an intense inward struggle he threw 
himself down under the fig tree and gave way to a flood of tears; 
he heard a voice saying, “Take up and read/’ picked up the codex 
of Paul’s letters, read the passage in Romans 13, 13-14, and 
thereupon experienced a new peace and resoluteness. 

36 The use of this text is noted by Pierre Courcelle, “ Source chrdticnnc et 
allusions paienncs de l’episode du ‘Tolle, legc, ,,, Revue d'histoire et de philo¬ 
sophic religieuse , XXXII (1952), p. 198, n. 104. 
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Does Augustine contradict himself? Is the account in the 
Confessions largely a fabrication, as some have suggested ? It seems 
to me that a reason can be given for the absence of this episode in 
Augustine’s earlier writings. He was taking precautions lest he 
dramatize himself too much ( Conf , IX, 2, 3), and in any case his 
primary concern was with the outcome, his devotion to the 
philosophic life, not with the subjective factors leading to it. A 
reason can also be given for its presence later in the Confessions . 
In the intervening years Augustine had been reflecting upon the 
nature of conversion in the light of Paul’s epistles, and in his 
response to one of the questions sent him by Simplicianus (Ad 
Simp!., I, q. 2), written only a short time before the Confessions , he 
came to a definitive answer: though conversion is indeed an act 
of the human will, whether and when a man turns to God is not 
entirely at his own disposal; it takes place only when he is called 
in a way suited to his condition (congruiter vocatur ), and this is a 
matter of divine prearrangement. 37 Augustine was therefore led 
to reconsider his own life in the light of his current theological 
convictions, and what had earlier seemed to Augustine the 
“philosopher” a minor episode, perhaps too intimate to report, 
now took on decisive importance. 

We must agree, I think, with Pierre Courcelle 38 when he says 
that the passage has some highly stylized elements. In the chapter 
preceding the conversion Augustine describes his situation in 
terms of the Stoic theme of Plercules at the crossroads: he hesi¬ 
tates, wavering between the recollection of his former loves and 
the call of Continence, who beckons to him and holds up before 
him the many examples of her sons and daughters. But this 
feature of the narrative, far from casting doubt on its accuracy, 
shows that it is very much in keeping with everything else that 
can be known about Augustine’s struggle at the time. It was, 
quite simply, a matter of deciding between two courses of life; it 
was even so mundane as to be a choice between two occupations: 
between a career as a successful rhetor and the life of philosophical 
contemplation with its usual accompaniment of sexual denial. 

It is important to understand precisely what choice Augustine 
faced in his own mind. He could have become a nominal Christian 

37 See chapter 3, section 5, below. 

38 Recherches, pp. 188-202. 
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easily enough; but this was not his problem, partly because the 
Church still enforced high standards of behavior in those days 
and partly because Augustine himself was serious enough in his 
quest to be satisfied with nothing short of total conviction and 
dedication. And yet it is not really correct to say that the project 
which he envisaged for himself, and before which he vacillated, 
and which he finally chose, was to become a ntonk , for he did not 
then take up the monastic life in any proper sense (even according 
to the criteria of those beginning days of monasticism, before 
it became standardized). He knew of monasticism—from Ponti- 
cianus’ narrative, and from his own acquaintance with communi¬ 
ties in Milan and Rome—but he declined to follow it for a full five 
years. What he had in mind was rather the wholehearted pursuit 
of wisdom. It involved, to be sure, full-time dedication and 
cSGSacy, and in both respects it was something more than the life 
of an ordinary layman. Like the monks Augustine probably 
thought of his vocation as neither clerical nor lay but as belonging 
to a third kind, or perhaps even to a fourth (since he seems not to 
have classified himself among the monks), for it had tasks peculiar 
to itself; unlike the clerical life it involved no responsibilities for a 
parish, and unlike the life of the laity it involved a certain inde¬ 
pendence of the supervision of the clergy, befitting an intellectual 
and moral elite. It was even more on the fringes of the Church 
than the monasticism of that day, for it was dominated by this 
consciousness of belonging to a select few, and its inspiration 
came directly from the philosophical tradition of the Stoics, 
Cicero, the Pythagoreans, and the neo-Platonists, not through 
ecclesiastical channels. To that extent Alfaric was correct when he 
suggested that Augustine was converted more to neo-Platonism 
than to standard Christianity. 39 But to Augustine it now appeared 
that the life of philosophy could be pursued only along the path 
marked out by the gospel. He saw no incompatibility between the 
two, and he only claimed exemption from some of the ordinary 
duties, arising from the ordinary weaknesses and distractions, of 
most Christians. 

Augustine knew where he wanted to go, but he could not bring 
himself to get under way. His difficulty, as he analyzes it in a 
famous passage in the Confessions (VIII, 9, 21), was that his will 

39 U Evolution intellecttielky p. 399. 
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was divided: he willed contrary things simultaneously, and could 
not will one of them wholeheartedly. William James has suggested 
that Augustine’s experience is typical of a certain kind of religious 
experience, the sense of having a divided self until the conflict is 
resolved by a new and lasting integration. 40 But that, taken by 
itself, seems to make the problem and its resolution too much a 
function of psychological mechanisms. To Augustine the struggle 
was a moral or existential one, and fully conscious. The resolution 
is more complex than James ever suggests, and Augustine thinks 
himself able to trace it out in some detail. The malaise does not, 
by itself, lead toward its own solution; it only drives him deeper 
into despair. Even when the dam breaks and he gives way to a 
flood of tears, this yielding in the depths of the heart is not the 
final resolution; it only leads him to acknowledge his own misery 
and inability and to throw himself upon God. As though in 
answer, he hears the call, “Tol/e y lege ” Augustine professes to be 
uncertain of its source: it may have been children playing, and 
yet he knows of no such game. There seems to be a studied 
ambiguity in his narration of it, for the real point is that it is a 
command that spoke to him in his own situation, and perhaps, as 
Courcelle suggests, we are to understand the voices as those of the 
sons and daughters of Continence. 41 But the voices do not bring 
a resolution, either; they are not the occasion for Augustine’s 
conversion. They tell him to open the Scriptures and take their 
counsel to heart, and it may be that in the “ Tolle , lege” Augustine 
is utili2ing a standard Greek formula for appealing to the testi¬ 
mony of a written text; in any case the import is something like 
this: “Do you still claim to be uncertain? The solution to your 
problem is right before your eyes. Pick it up and read.” So he 
takes up the codex of Paul’s letters, which he has been reading, 
and opening it seemingly at random he hears the words of 
Romans 13, 13-14 as being addressed directly to himself. 

It is the words of Scripture that constitute the real divine call 
and which occasion his conversion. We know that this was 
Augustine’s theory at the time he wrote the Confessions , and at 
the end of book VIII he finds it verified in actual instances. He 

40 The Varieties of Religious Experience, Lecture VIII. 

41 Recherches , 196. Courcelle has defended and modified and elaborated his 
theory in many subsequent articles. 
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says first of Anthony that he was converted when he read a 
passage from the gospels and felt that it was addressed directly to 
him ( Con /., VIII, 12, 29); then that his friend Alypius was given 
firm resolve and bound to a worthy purpose suited to his own 
character (“ placitoque ac proposito bono et congruentissimo suis moribus 
...coniunctus ”) by reading another passage, this time from the 
letter to the Romans; and then that he himself was turned toward 
God (by still another passage, as we have seen) in such a way that 
he would no longer vacillate, still entertaining hopes for marriage 
and wordly honor ( Conj !, VIII, 12, 30). The words of Scripture, 
then, are the means by which God turns men toward himself, in 
each case by issuing an exhortation or presenting a possibility that 
is “congruous” with a man’s condition. 

Though some parts of the narrative may be stylized, its repre¬ 
sentation of the struggle and its resolution is in keeping with 
what can be known of Augustine’s thoughts at the time, and the 
theory of conversion that is worked out here, though its emphases 
reflect Augustine’s later assumptions, is well suited to the analysis 
of the moral conflict he underwent. The tensions under which 
man labors are internal to the life of the will. It is for rhetorical 
effect that Augustine asks, 

Where, during all those years, was my free will ? From what deep and 
hidden place was it called forth in a moment so that I might bend my 
neck under thy yoke, which is easy, and take up thy burden, which is 
light, o Christ, my Help and my Redeemer? ( Cotij !, IX, 1, 1). 

His will was there, but it was immobilized by internal conflict. 
Man cannot bring himself to make a wholehearted commitment 
to the good because he is attached to many things, past and pre¬ 
sent, by the bonds of affection and is deeply involved with them 
because of his concerns and anxieties. The balance is tipped by a 
factor coming from beyond man. It is not something hidden and 
mysterious which overpowers the will or gives it some special 
impulse. The crucial factor is fully apparent, for it is simply the 
“call” which comes to man. It is something creaturely, and it 
enters man’s inner life through the channel of his understanding; 
then, by appealing irresistibly to his affections, it liberates them to 
act wholeheartedly in a single direction. 

The “conversion” took place in August, 386. Augustine deci¬ 
ded to finish out the term in order not to make a spectacle of 
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himself and then retire quietly from the “windy profession” (C. 
Acad,, I, i, 3). His friend Nebridius took over his pupils, and he 
retired with his mother and brother, some close friends, and a 
few favored pupils to a villa owned by Verecundus at Cassiciacum, 
in the mountains above Milan. It is there that his career as a dedi¬ 
cated seeker after wisdom, a Christian thinker, and a serious 
writer begins. But first something must be said about the intel¬ 
lectual equipment he took with him. 


^3. Philosophical Influences on Augustine’s 
Early Thought 

It is difficult to ascertain the extent of Augustine’s acquaintance 
with ancient philosophy, for he himself supplies few clues. Many 
of the works which he might have read have now perished and 
are no longer available for comparison, and even when works are 
extant it is difficult to trace his dependence upon them. The 
problem of influences upon his thought is thus a matter for careful 
and detailed study, and here we can look only at the general 
course of the investigation. 

1. The most immediate influence in the months preceding and 
following his conversion is Plotinus, who is certainly the chief 
author, perhaps the sole author, of the libri platonici Augustine 
read in Milan. The greatest advance in the study of Plotinus’ 
influence was made by Paul Henry in his Plotin et VOccident , 
published in 1934. Pere Henry abandoned the usual method of 
pointing out similarities with Plotinus’ entire system with the aid 
of texts drawn indiscriminately from the Enneads , and instead tried 
to demonstrate Augustine’s literary dependence upon particular pas¬ 
sages in the Enneads. The task was difficult because Victorinus’ 
translation is no longer extant and because Augustine never 
merely copied a passage but reworked its themes, often giving 
them a different import. Henry used the device of printing parallel 
columns and giving emphasis to those words or phrases in 
Augustine which seemed to reflect, so far as it could be puzzled 
out, the probable Latin translation of Plotinus’ language. Using 
this method Henry felt that he could demonstrate a literary depen¬ 
dence upon two treatises in the Enneads : I, 6 (“On Beauty”) and 
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V, i (“On the Three Divine Hypostases”), and a probable 
dependence upon two more: III, 2 (“On Providence”) and IV, 3 
(“On the Soul”). 42 Since then the method has been used by others 
and the catalogue of treatises from the Enneads has been extended. 
Robert J. O’Connell has shown convincingly, I think, that 
Augustine must have read the treatises VI, 4 and 5, 43 and Olivier 
du Roy has demonstrated an influence of V, 5 on Augustine’s 
earliest conception of the Trinity. 44 But it is necessary to be 
cautious in this matter and affirm a direct influence only in the case 
of those treatises which are used extensively and which alone 
could explain the occurrence of certain ideas or terms in Augus¬ 
tine’s writings. Following these criteria, it seems to me that 
the research thus far demonstrates the use of the following 
treatises : 45 

I, 6 (“On Beauty”) 

III, 2-3 (“On Providence”) 

IV, 3-4 (“On the Soul”) 

V, 1 (“On the Three Divine Hypostases”) 

V, 5 (“That Intelligibles Are Not Outside Intelligence”) 

VI, 4-5 (“How That Which Is One and the Same Can Be 
Everywhere”) 

and indicates the possible or probable use of the following: 

I, 2 (“On the Virtues”) 

I, 4 (“On Happiness”) 

I, 8 (“On the Origin of Evil”) 

III, 7 (“On Eternity and Time”) 

IV, 7 (“On the Immortality of the Soul”) 

IV, 8 (“On the Descent of the Soul into the Body”) 

V, 3 (“On the Three Hypostases Possessing Knowledge”) 

42 Plot in et 1 ’Occident, p. 144. 

43 Robert J. O’Connell, “ Ennead VI, 4 and 5 in the Works of Saint Augus¬ 
tine,” REA , IX (1963), 1-39. 

44 U Intelligence de lafoi en la Trinite, pp. 157-158. 

45 For further references to the mass of work that has been done, see Robert 
J. O’Connell, “The Plotinian Fall of the Soul in St. Augustine,” Traditio, 
XIX (1963), pp. 8-9, 30, etc.; Solignac, BA, XIII, pp. iio-m; and du Roy, 
L’ Intelligence de la foi en la Trinite, p. 70, n. 1. 
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V, 8 (“On Intelligible Beauty”) 

VI, 6 (“On Numbers”) 

VI, 9 (“On the Good and the One”) 

As the number of treatises mounts, the question must arise whe¬ 
ther they were translated intact or were excerpted by Marius 
Victorinus, somewhat in the fashion of Porphyry’s Sentences , 
which is an adaptation of several treatises from the Enneads . But 
the answer must await a far more exact pinpointing of the pas¬ 
sages that were used. 

2. A deeper and more mellowed influence upon Augustine’s 
early thought comes from Cicero. 46 Much of what Augustine 
knew of ethics came from De legibus and De finibus , much of what 
he knew about ancient philosophy from De natura deorum and the 
Tusculan disputations, much of what he knew about the problem 
of knowledge from the Academics and Eucull us. Cicero tended 
toward the scepticism of the New Academy, but it was tempered 
by the influence of two of his teachers, the greatest philosophical 
minds of the first century B.C.: Posidonius, who transformed 
Stoicism in accordance with his own vast knowledge of science 
and history, and Antiochus, who in a somewhat similar way 
transformed Platonism in the light of Stoic and Aristotelian con¬ 
tributions to the analysis of philosophical problems. From them 
Cicero derived the cosmology and the eschatology presented in 
the Dream of Scipio lit the end of his Republic, which had an 
enormous influence upon Latin thinkers and helped to prepare 
the way for a more thoroughgoing Pythagoreanism and Platon¬ 
ism. 47 

3. . Varro . a contemporary of Cicero, supplied, by Augustine’s 
own admission, much of the material found in the opening books 
of The City of God , but his nine books on the disciplines exerted 
their influence at an earlier time as well. The poem of Licentius to 
Augustine, appended to Ep. 26 in the manuscripts and the edi¬ 
tions, indicates that Augustine put these books into the hands of 

46 The definitive study is Maurice Testard’s Saint Augustin et Ciceron 
(Paris, 1958), containing in the first volume a study of Cicero’s influence 
and in the second a catalogue of all of Augustine’s quotations from or 
allusions to Cicero. 

47 Cf. Michel Ruch, “Ciceron ct l’Orphisme,” REA, VI (i960), pp. 1-10. 
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his pupils. Varro’s program was to lead the soul by degrees from 
the visible world toward the invisible by following the curriculum 
of the arts, 48 and it was from him that Augustine gained both his 
conception of their value and most of what he knew about them. 
During a period of several years following his conversion 
Augustine tried his hand at writing beginning treatises in several 
of the disciplines, and those that survive (the analysis of rhythm 
in De musica , I-V, which was to have been followed by an analysis 
of harmony, and the elements of logic in De dialectica ) indicate 
that Augustine had at his disposal a reliable summation of some 
quite sophisticated developments in Hellenistic culture among the 
Stoics and others. 49 

As to the bias of Varro’s own philosophy the consensus is that 
he followed his teacher Antioch us of Ascalon, often scorned in 
modern histories as an “eclectic” but probably an original 
thinker, in many ways as important as Posidonius in the advance¬ 
ment of philosophy. 50 Antiochus was first a Stoic, it seems; then 
he studied under the Academic Philo of Larissa, but broke with 
the scepticism of the “New Academy” and tried to restore the 
teachings of the “Old Academy,” that is, the older tradition of 
Platonism, now mixed with, or stimulated by, Peripatetic and 
Stoic elements. It seems to have been he, rather than Posidonius, 
who transformed the Platonic ideas along Stoic lines and made 
them practical ideas in the mind of the divine artist. 51 Thus the 
source of Augustine’s own understanding of the doctrine of ideas 
(as contained in De div. quaest. y q. 46, De civ . Dei , VII, 28 and XIX, 
3, and elsewhere) is Varro, and ultimately Antiochus. 52 

This line of dependence has been further traced in a succession 

48 What Claudianus Mamertus, De statu anitnae , II, 8, says about Varro— 
“per corporalia cup tens ad incorporalia quibusdam quasi passibus cert is vel per venire 
vel ducere ”—fits Augustine’s own conception of the liberal arts (Harald Fuchs, 
Augustin und der antike Friedensgedanke . Untersuchungen %tmi neun^ebnten Buck der 
Civitas Dei [Neue philosophische Untersuchungen, III; Berlin, 1926], Bcilagc 
i, p. 158, n. 1). 

49 B. Darrell Jackson, “The Theory of Signs in St. Augustine’s De doctrina 
Christiana ,” REA , XV (1969), 33-49. 

50 See especially Georg Luck, Der Akademiker Antiochos (Bern, 1953). 

51 Luck, Der Akademikcr Antiochos , p. 30. 

52 Willy Theiler, Die Vorbereitung des Neuplatonismus (Problemata, I; 
Berlin, 1930), p. 19; Aime de Solignac, “Analyse et sources de la question 
‘De ideis,”* AM, I, p. 315. 
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of German studies. 53 One of the most characteristic themes in 
Augustine’s thought, his stress upon the right ordering of all 
things, including man’s loves, according to the levels of being 
which establish a hierarchy of values, is from this source. 54 Such 
a view of things is capable at once of taking into account their 
dynamic tendencies and of setting them in an objective scheme. 
From it come such features in Augustine’s thought as the contra st 
between the rightly ordered and the perverse and his under- 
stanHmjrof peace and happiness as the proper accommodation or 
adjustment (obtemperatio or convenientia , probably the translation 
of ot/cefokw) of one being to another or of all the parts to the 
whole, a vision summed up in a classic passage in The City of God, 
XIX, 13: 

The peace of the body is the orderly balance of its parts; the peace 
of the animal soul is the orderly satisfaction of its appetites; the peace 
of the rational soul is the orderly agreement of thought and action; the 
peace of body and soul together is the orderly life and health of the 
whole animate being; the peace of man with God is an orderly obedi¬ 
ence in faith to the eternal law; the peace of men living together in a 
house or a state is an orderly agreement of those who command and 
those who obey; the peace of the heavenly city is a most orderly and 
unanimous sharing in the enjoyment of God and of each other in God. 
The peace of all things, then, is the tranquility of order, by which each 
thing is set in its proper place. 

4. An important study of Solignac has shown that Augustine’s 
knowledge of the history of philosophy extended well beyond 
what he could have learned from Cicero and Varro. Scattered 
throughout Augustine’s writings are materials derived ultimately 
from Theophrastus’ Opiniones physicae and Sotion’s Successiones . 
Solignac suggests that these early doxographies were drawn upon 
in a work which Augustine himself mentions in the prologue to 
his De haeresibus (written in 428), the six volumes of Opiniones 

53 Fuchs, Augustin und der antike Friedensgedanke; Rudolf Lorenz, “Die 
Herkunft dcs augustinischen frui Deo,” Zeitschrift fiir Kircbengeschicbte, LXIV 
(r952-53), pp. 34-60; Max Zcpf, “Augustinus und das philosophische 
Selbstbewusstsein der Antike,” Zeitscbrift fiir Religions- und Geistesgescbicbte , 
XI (1959), PP- 105-132. 

54 Fuchs, pp. 31-32; Lorenz, p. 37; Zcpf, pp. 114-122. 
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omnium philosophorum by Celsus, probably identical with the 
Cornelius Celsus mentioned in the Soliloquies (I, 12, 21). 55 

Pierre Courcelle has developed a more complex theory. Cor¬ 
nelius Celsus, he argues, is mentioned in the latter passage not as 
a doxographer but as a philosopher developing his own opinions. 
He suggests that a manuscript error has been made in De haeresibus 
and that Celsinus of Castabala, a Greek doxographer mentioned in 
Suidas, must be the author; and in order to explain its translation 
into Latin Courcelle suggests that the doxography of Manlius 
Theodorus, mentioned in Claudian’s encomium of him, may be 
merely a translation of this work. 56 While Solignac does not 
entirely rule out this theory he thinks it more likely that the 
Celsinus mentioned in C. Acad., II, 2, 5 is a member of the neo- 
Platonist circle in Milan, and that Theodorus’ work on the 
history of philosophy, far from being a doxography, was a 
popularization, and probably an anecdotal one at that. 57 

Whether we accept the simpler or the more complex explana¬ 
tion, it seems undeniable that Augustine was in a position to 
acquire a knowledge of the history of philosophy that was of the 
first quality. Though modern researchers have tended to be con¬ 
descending toward Augustine’s ventures into the history of 
Greek thought in The City of God and elsewhere, such as his 
sketch of the Ionian and Italic traditions (De civ . Dei , VIII, 2), it 
now appears that his statements may be more reliable than many 
of those preserved in other writings surviving from antiquity. He 
is often in direct encounter with thinkers of the distant past. 
When he speaks of Stoicism, for example, it is usually the classical 
variety of Zeno and Chrysippus, quite different from the Stoicism 
of Posidonius represented in Cicero’s De natura deorum , book II. 58 

5. Solignac has also shown that the Introductio arithmetica of 
Nicomachus of Gerasa, translated by Apuleius, is the source of 
Augustine’s “ Py thagoreanism ”: his speculations on the deriva- 
tioiTof-rramb^T^ as monad, his stress on the role of 

numerical proportions in the formation and ordering of all things, 

55 Aime dc Solignac, “Doxographics et manuels dans la formation philo- 
sophique dc saint Augustin,” RA , I (1958), pp. 117-118; 126, n. 36; 138- 
148; cf. his later summary, BA, XIII, pp. 88-93. 

56 Courcelle, JLes lettresgrecques, pp. 123, 170-181. 

57 BA, XIV, p. 534. 

58 Gerard Verbeke, “Augustin et lc stolcismc,” RA, I (1958), pp. 67-89. 
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his interest in th e symboli sm of numbers. It is also the source of 
much that Augustine knew about Platonism, such as the contrast 
between the worlds of change and of permanence, and even of his 
distinction between “knowledge” and “wisdom.” 09 

6. Mention should be made in passing of Aristotle’s Categories , 
which Augustine read at the age of twenty (Conf., IV, 16, 28). 
Though they were not a major influence upon his early thinking, 
they did become important later on when he was working out 
his doctrine of the Trinity; 60 and in any event we are reminded 
again of the diversity of philosophical influences to which 
Augustine was subjected. 

7. It is only after noting all these other influences that we can 
safely come to the hypothesis that Augustine read some works of 
Porphyry prior to his conversion. These considerations are 

~bfl"ere 31 Tot to prejudice the case against this theory, but rather to 
give the theory more precision by setting as many boundaries as 
possible and eliminating all those “Platonist’’-sounding passages 
which can be ascribed to Plotinus or to other writers. Although 
Plotinus is the only Platonist writer mentioned by name in 
Augustine’s early writings, enough Porphyrian themes are present 
in them to keep the question alive. 

The classic statement of the Porphyry hypothesis is Willy 
Theiler’s Vorphjrios und Augustin (1933). It has been influential 
precisely because Theiler dared to formulate a hypothesis and 
work it through. His method is at first glance outrageous: on the 
basis of admittedly problematical evidence (for very little of 
Porphyry’s work survives) he outlines the distinguishing features 
of Porphyry’s philosophy and then attempts to show, chiefly on 
the basis of one work of Augustine’s, On True Religion, that the - 
neo-Platonist elements in Augustine’s thought are dependent 
upon Porphyry rather than upon Plotinus, for where the two 
differed he follows the former rather than the latter. This thesis, 
however audacious and mistaken it may be, has advanced the dis¬ 
cussion by erecting some formidable earthworks that must be 
traversed by all Augustine scholars. 

The responsibility of those who adhere to the Porphyry 
hypothesis is to prove through literary analysis Augustine’s 

59 Solignac, “ Doxographics ct manuels,” pp. i29ff. 

60 See chapter 5, section 3, below. 
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dependence upon specific works, some of which have been lost— 
and to prove that Augustine read them at the time of his con¬ 
version. 

(a) One possibility is indicated by Augustine himself, for in 
The City of God , chiefly in book X but also in books XVIII through 
XXII, he mentions what seem at first glance to be two lost 
works of Porphyry, On the Philosophy from Oracles (mentioned only 
in De civ . Dei , XIX, 23, and then only by its Greek title, Tlepi 
rrjs €k XoyLcov (f)i\oGO(j)ias) and On the Return of the Soul (mentioned 
far more frequently, and by the Latin title, De regressu animae ). 
O’Meara has argued, convincingly I think, that the two titles 
belong to the same work, reasoning that the Greek title was never 
translated into Latin because it would have been too unwieldy 
and that a different title, or a different part of the original title, 
was furnished for the Latin translation. 61 Since the Philosophy 
from Oracles is quoted extensively in Eusebius’ Praeparatio evan- 
gelica , it is possible to gain some idea of its contents and to trace 
parallels in The City of God , and O’Meara is convinced that many 
of the passages attributed by Augustine to De regressu anmae are 
identical with those attributed by Eusebius to the Philosophy from 
Oracles . 

In an extended review of the book, quite unsympathetic to this 
identification of the two works, Pierre Hadot makes some telling 
points, but they do not seem to me to require anything more than 
an adjustment of some details of O’Meara’s thesis. Indeed, Hadot 
unwittingly furnishes further evidence in support of it, for it 
seems quite uncertain whether the works of Porphyry mentioned 
by other ancient writers under the titles On the Philosophy from 
Oracles , On the Writings of Julian the Chaldaean , and On the Return of 
the Soul (this last mentioned only by Augustine) are three or two 
or one in number. 62 It would seem quite possible, then, that some¬ 
thing about “the descent and return of the soul” was included in 
the subtitle of Porphyry’s work on the Chaldaean Oracles. These 
oracles, written by “Julian the Theurgist,” son of “Julian the 
Chaldaean,” who lived in Rome between the reigns of Trajan and 


61 John J. O’Meara, Porphyry*s Philosophy from Oracles in Augustine (Paris, 
1959), p. 21. 

62 Pierre Hadot, “Citations de Porphyrc chez Augustin, & propos d’un 
ouvrage recent,” REA , VI (i960), pp. 214-216. 
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Marcus Aurelius, contained a philosophical doctrine akin to the 
Platonism of Numenius, strongly tinged with mysticism and 
magic and with an intensely anti-Christian bias. 63 

If the De regressu which Augustine mentions is indeed identical 
with the Philosophy from Oracles , and if it was written before 
Porphyry came under the influence of Plotinus, then this work 
would not furnish an adequate explanation for the neo-Platonic 
themes in Augustine’s earliest writings, and I must say that I do 
not see, in the materials gathered by O’Meara, any evidence that 
Augustine read the work until very near the year 400. 64 

(b) Another possibility, recently discussed, again gives oppor¬ 
tunity for the most subtle detective work among the scholars, 
since it concerns another lqstworkof Porphyry, the M ixed Qu estions 
(ZvnfiLKTa Zrjrruiara ), in particular that concerning the mode 
of union of soul and body^ This question, known indirectly 
through Nemesius’ treatise 0 // the Nature of Man , chapter 3, was 
almost certainly used by Augustine, for it influenced his view of 
the union of soul and body from an early time, and he later worked 
out a conception of the union of divinity and humanity in Christ 
by analogy with it ( Ep . 137). 65 The problem of the relation of soul 
and body was much debated among the philosophical schools, 
and it seems that in answering the Stoic objection that the soul 
could not be brought into interaction with the body if it were 
incorporeal Porphyry, working from a suggestion of Ammonius, 
developed an original solution that went well beyond Plato’s own 
view that the body is a mere garment or instrument of the soul: 
they must be, Porphyry argued,Jwo distinct substances which are 
brought together a .u nion or composition (evwcris, ovv 9 e 8 is) 
with out mingling o rco nfusion . 66 

63 Hans Lewy, Cha/daean Oracles and Theurgy: Mysticism , Magic , and Platonism 
in the Later Roman Empire (Recherches d'archeologie , de philologie et d'histoire , 
XIII; Cairo, Institut fran$ais d’archeologie oricntalc, 1956), pp. 3-5; Hadot, 
pp. 211, n. 24, 214. 

64 See chapter 2, section 3, and chapter 4, section 4, below. 

65 Ernest L. Fortin, “ Saint Augustin et la doctrine ndoplatonicienne de 
Fame,” AM , III, 371-380; Christianisme et culture philosophique au cinqtiibne 
siecle. La querelle de Ta?ne humaine en Occident (Paris, 1959); Heinrich Dorrie, 
Porphyrios 9 * Symmikta Zetemata * (Zetemata, 20, Munich, 1959); Jean Pepin, 
“Une nouvelle source de saint Augustin: Le Irjrrjfia dc Porphyrc Sur Vunion 
de Tame et du corpsP Revue des etudes anciennes , LXXXVI (1964), pp. 53-107. 

66 Fortin, pp. 112-118; Dorrie, pp. 159-174. 
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According to Proclus the question began by reporting a debate 
between Porphyry’s teacher Longinus and the Stoic Medios, 
and Dorrie thinks that Porphyry took the Stoic objections 
seriously, acknowledging that this was a problem which Platon¬ 
ism had not yet solved and then thinking it through afresh, even 
using Stoic terminology. 67 Whereas Plotinus simply repeated the 
traditional Platonist position that the soul is undivided in itself 
but is truly divided when it becomes embodied, Porphyry argued 
that Plato’s remarks on the <c parts” of the soaTEHon^ in the 
context of a discussion not of the nature of the soul but of the 
virtues , that is, the varying ways in which the soul can be said to 
act in relation to the material world, and therefore he claimed 
freedom to forge his own vocabulary. 68 He placed the soul un¬ 
ambiguously on the side of the divine rather than the material 
world, and taking his departure from the venerable Platonist 
emphasis upon unity he argued that the soul not only is undivided 
within itself but remains undivided in its union with the material 
and thereby has the power to unify that which is beneath it: the 
soul is and remains one within itself, it unites itself with the material 
through attention, and it unifies the material through this active 
presence. 69 All of this, it will be noted, is an ontological analysis, 
and it does not obliterate the experienced fact that the soul can 
have sympathy with the body and can even be drawn outward 
toward it and can be, in a sense, “dispersed” and “divided” 
through its commerce with the body. This psychological pheno¬ 
menon is explained, however, not as an alteration in or an addition 
to the substance of the soul, but as an attitude or inclination or 
intention toward that which is other than itself (orgeat?, poirrj , 
SidOems; in Augustine, usually nutus or intentio). 70 The soul 
animates the body and is present to it not locally but through this 
attention and affection, not as a form or entelechy which fulfills 
matter by being ingredient in it but as a self-subsisting immaterial 
being which goes out of itself through attention and confers 
being upon material things through its presence to them. 

Augustine knew this discussion and was influenced by it. But 

67 Dorrie, pp. 104-106; 159-161. 

68 Dorrie, pp. 172-173. 

69 Dorrie, pp. 166-174. 

70 Dorrie, pp. 104-106; Pepin, p. 89. 
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it is doubtful that he read it before going to Cassiciacum, and in 
any case the question on the union of soul and body does not 
explain all the Porphyrian elements that were present in his 
thought at the time. Therefore the search goes on. 

(c) Another writing of Porphyry’s which Augustine might 
have used is the Sentences , a set of maxims designed to conduct the 
reader toward intelligible things (’Acfroppcd irpos ra vo7]ra). 71 
Most passages are excerpted from the Enneads, especially the 
treatises I, 2, III, 6, and VI, 4 and 5, but they are given a character¬ 
istically Porphyrian slant: the interest in the inward dynamics of 
the mind and the quest for self-awareness is even more intense 
than in Plotinus, so that the whole work is a kind of “ phenomen¬ 
ology of spirit,” and the doctrine that emerges is almost a sub¬ 
jective idealism or existentialism, though of course not to the 
exclusion of other, more objective aspects of Porphyry’s thought. 
Augustine did learn something from Porphyry alon g these line s. 
and~adrfiost theAvhole o~Eins~Devera religione is a statement of his 
own “ phenomenology of spirit,” quite similar, as Theiler saw, to 
Porphyry’s. Solignac thinks that the Porphyrian elements in the 
Cassiciacum writings can be explained by the Sentences alone, and 
he suggests that Victorinus may have added it as an introduction 
to his translation of the Enneads , or that passages from it were used 
as glosses. 72 From the standpoint of economy of explanation the 
latter suggestion seems most plausible, for O’Connell has demon¬ 
strated in case after case that Augustine read Ennead VI, 4 and 5 
in the form given it by Plotinus, not as it was excerpted by 
Porphyry in the Sentences , for Porphyry omitted all the vivid 
images that are found in the original version and were obviously 
known to Augustine. 73 

The exact identity of the works by Porphyry which influenced 
Augustine at an early time remain s uncerta in. In addition to the 
three that have been discussed, there are other works which are 
known only from notice in passing by ancient writers: an essay 
on the saying, “Know thyself,” a commentary on Ennead I, 8 

71 The standard edition is by Mommcrt (Leipzig, 1907). Unfortunately he 
gives the paragraphs a numbering different from that of the older editions, 
and therefore it is necessary to cite passages according to both schemes. 

72 “Reminiscences plotiniennes et porphyriennes dans le ddbut du ‘De 
ordine’ de saint Augustin,” Archives de philosophies XX (1957), pp. 461-462. 

73 “Ennead VI, 4 and 5 in the Works of Saint Augustine,” p. 12 and passim . 
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(“On the Origin of Evil”), and so on. 74 And it is always possible 
tliat the Porphyrian influence was more indirect,perhaps through 
Manlius Theodorus or another member'of the circle of Platonists 
in Milan. 

The problem, however tantalizing it may be, is not crucial to 
the understanding of Augustine’s earliest writings, for du Roy 
has shown, quite convincingly I think, that the characteristically 
Porphyrian themes are to be found not in the passages written at 
Cassiciacum but only in those written after Augustine’s return to 
Milan. But then there must have been a sudden impact from some 
work or works of Porphyry, and from that time on Augustine 
can be said to be more Porphyrian than Plotinian where the two 
differed. 75 

It should be evident that the philosophical influences on 
Augustine were numerous and varied, and that they were often of 
the highest stature, confronting philosophical problems with 
directness and originality. It is no longer possible to view 
Augustine a sjLseJita ry geniusw KoTorged a new way of thinking 
and~slnglehandedly changed the subsequent history of Western 
J thought. He was the inheritor of philosophical traditions which 
had long'since^taken an interest (to mention only those areas 
often thought unique to him) in subjectivity, in the character of 
the ideal contents of thought, and in the dynamic tendencies of 
living beings. His originality, then, is not that of a radical inno¬ 
vator but the far more persevering originality of one who allowed 
himself to be challenged by longstanding problems and who, 
learning from others how to go about them, continued their work 
of analysis and argumentation. Many of Augustine’s ideas are not 
as new as they have appeared. But he did think through the 
problems once more, and then repeatedly, for himself; and even 
where he merely reaffirmed older insights he transmuted them by 
bringing them into the different context of Christian belief and 

74 Those who wish to try their hand at the problem might consult the list 
of works of Rudolf Beutlcr’s article, “Porphyries,” in the Pauly-Wissowa 
Real-Encyclopadie der classischen Altertumsmssenschaft^ XXII (1953), cols. 
*75“W- 

75 L?Intelligence de la foi en la Trinite\ pp. 185-196. His judgment is based on 
the studies of Pierre Hadot, who has been at work for many years attempting 
to characterize what is distinctive in Porphyry’s metaphysic and psychology 
(see especially his recent study, Porpbyre et Victorinas [Paris, 1968]). 
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obedience. Augustine’s intellectual furniture at the time of his 
conversion, let us remember, was that of classical philosophy. He 
knew nothing about Christian theology except the little he might 
have gleaned fromTAmbrose’s sermons. He was as much at the 
“beginnings” of theological reflection as, say, Justin Martyr or 
Clement of Alexandria long before him. As the years went on he 
would learn more from the theologians of the Church, supple¬ 
menting or modifying his first attempts. And yet much that was 
worked out in those early dialogues remained characteristic of his 
thought, and they are necessarily the starting point of any 
examination of Augustine’s theology. 







PART ONE 

The Apprentice 


CHAPTER I 

Cassiciacum (386-387) 


Augustine’s earliest writings have not always been 
served well by later readers, and Augustine himself was among the 
first to misrepresent them. The discussion of them in the Retracta- 
tiones , though it is valuable as a source of information about the 
circumstances of their writing, is quite misleading as an interpre¬ 
tation, for Augustine, no longer able to enter into the spirit of 
these early dialogues, continually felt called upon to express regret 
at things that had been said playfully by a cultured schoolmaster. 
What is required of everyone who goes to them is the kind of 
historical interest, or simply the kind of aesthetic receptivity, that 
will permit them to speak for themselves and be savored in their 
own right, apart from our preconceptions of Augustine or our 
knowledge of his thought gained through other channels. 

Perhaps the poorest preparation for the study of the dialogues 
is a reading of the account of his life in the Confessions, with its 
deeply personal tone. In the dialogues the reader is kept at arm’s 
length by a style that is always self-consciously literate ^Augustine 
discloses little of himself. The passionate, incantatory language of 
the Confessions is lacking, apart from the long prayer at the begin¬ 
ning of the Soliloquies , which reveals that Augustine was perhaps 
capable of writing a Confessions even at this time. We may trust 
that the Augustine of the dialogues is the same as the Augustine 
presented in the Confessions . Why, then, the striking difference in 
tone? 

At Cassiciacum Augustine was concerned to engage in serious 
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inquiry and if possible arrive at well-founded conclusions; that 
was his personal need at the time. Furthermore, the dialogues are 
based upon actual conversations, some of them quite casual, 
others staged for the instruction of Augustine’s pupils. 1 The hap¬ 
hazard course of some of the discussions and the chance interrup¬ 
tions with which they are beset could scarcely have been con¬ 
trived, even for literary effect. But it is also clear that Augustine 
worked them over carefully, following the model of Cicero’s 
dialogues, and supplied long concluding orations in which he, the 
magister , gave an exposition of the matter under discussion. The 
setting is not conducive to the revelation of what is most intimate. 
But from time to time a more personal note does break through, 
even in the conversations. And there is even more of personal dis¬ 
closure in the long dedicatory prefaces, though it may have been 
intentionally muted, for the dialogues were dedicated to important 
men—Manlius Theodorus, Zenobius, Romanianus—who, though 
they all had a deep interest in the philosophic life, were still en¬ 
meshed in their private and public affairs and might be disposed 
to recoil at an account of Augustine’s successful struggles with the 
spirit of worldliness like that contained in the Confessions . 
Augustine himself tells us ( Conf , IX, 2, 3) that he did not wish to 
make a display of himself as a kind of spiritual virtuoso and there¬ 
fore mentioned only the pain in his chest as the reason for his 
change of occupation; a similar diffidence or prudence may have 
led him to do the same in writing to these men of affairs. 

We should not look primarily for disclosures made from the 
heart, then, in these dialogues. Their function is to resolve some 
of Augustine’s perplexities and start him on the way toward a 
fuller life. The personal element is there, nonetheless, and some¬ 
thing can be surmised about its intensities from the themes that 
are discussed and the passionate language that is occasionally 
used. 

1 The probable dates of the dialogues, if internal evidence is reliable, arc 
as follows: 

Contra Academicos , I November 10 and following 
De beata vita November 13 (Augustine’s birthday) 

De or dine November 16-17 

Contra Academicos , II—III November 18-22 
De ordine , II November 23 

The Soliloquies come somewhat later. 
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The topic that clearly takes priority in the dialogues is the pursuit 
of happiness and the question in what the happy life consists (at 
this stage in Augustine’s thinking, it should be noted, happiness 
is assumed to be realizable here and now; only later Augustine 
will defer all expectations to the life after death). The problem of 
happiness is the first to be discussed, for it fills a large place in the 
conversations on the Academics, and it is the express topic of the 
conversation, held on Augustine’s birthday, which breaks into 
them. 2 

We have seen that Augustine’s whole adult life was given 
direction and continuity by his reading of Cicero’s Hortenshl^ and 
the influence of that work did not diminish even in writings that 
come late in Augustine’s career, such as the work on the Trinity 
and his replies to Julian, the champion of the Pelagians. 3 Cicero, . 
proceeding descriptively, began the dialogue with the observation 
that we all desire to be happy (cf. De beat a vita , II, 10; C. Acad ., I, 

2, 5; De Trin. y XIII, 4, 7). But he went on to ask whether men can 
be happy simply by living however they please and possessing 
whatever they desire. That cannot be, he said; to desire and attain 
what is inappropriate or evil is to be miserable, not happy (cf. 
De beata vita , II, 10). Happiness cannot be defined solely by man’s 
wishes, then, even though it is true that one element of happiness 
is the possession of what one desires. Cicero.then went on to show 
that beatitude must consist in living according to that which is 
highest in man, namely his mind (cf. C . Acad ., I, 2, 5), and the 
goal of the dialogue as a whole is to lead men toward a life in 
quest of wisdom, however difficult it may be. 

Cicero is thus following a broad current, almost a consensus, in 
ancient thought, spread throughout the civilized world by the 

2 The major study of Augustine’s understanding of beatitude, set against 
the background of the philosophical traditions of antiquity, is Ragnar Holte, 
Beatitude et sagesse. Saint Augustin et le problem de la fin de Vhomme dans la 
philosophie anciennc (Paris, 1962). 

3 These works are, in fact, among the principal sources of the fragments of 
the Hortensius collected by Muller, Grilli, and others in their editions, which 
should be consulted in order to get a picture of Cicero’s dialogue. See also 
the catalogue of quotations from Cicero in Testard, Saint Augustin et Ciceron , 
II. 
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Stoics, which viewed happiness as virtue, the fully developed and 
properly ordered functioning of man’s powers; sometimes the 
stress fell more upon intellectual activity, sometimes more upon 
living one’s own life with integrity, but there was a confidence 
that joy could be found in the very enterprise of living as a human 
being, for what one desired for oneself need not be bound up 
with the possessing of external goods or the actualization of 
external states of affairs: one could remain sovereign over these 
things that are at the mercy of other men or of fortune. 

Before analyzing Augustine’s judgment about its shortcomings, 
we should note how strongly he approved of this approach to the 
problem of happiness and how deeply he was influenced by it. 
Perhaps the best testimony to his approval of this heroically 
“humanistic” ethic (humanistic because man, in the center of his 
free and intelligent existence, is called upon to exercise sovereignty 
over his own life within the world) is the fact that from first to 
last the key principle of his conception of man was the authority 
of the mind and will over all other functions of human life: not 
merely as the dominance of soul over body (though of course he 
often used that language) but in a more dynamic sense as a proper 
relationship among the various aspects of the “soul,” man’s 
animate life as a whole (C. Acad ., I, 2, 5). 

If we wish to see the power it exerted over him at the time of 
his conversion we must look at the description of the sage in De 
beata vita , IV, 25, where these classical themes are invoked in high 
rhetorical style. 4 Tbe^wise man is completely happy, despite the 
fact that he has certain bodily needs which still must be met and 
which may be frustrated, perhaps painfully; for he neither desires 
anything immoderately nor fears pain and death. What, then, will 
the sage do about the everyday problem of physical survival, 
which the common man seems to solve so easily but whose resolu¬ 
tion is no longer evident after such brave philosophical affirma¬ 
tions have been made ? The sage also will eat and drink and try to 
ward off pain and death. But he will do it with full awareness and 
with the proper motives. Augustine quotes Terence (who was 

4 The close parallel between this passage and De Trin ., XIII, 7, 10 is noted 
by Grilli in his edition of the Hortensius (Milan, 1962), pp. 144-145. The 
source is probably Cicero’s dialogue, for Augustine, who in the earlier writing 
appropriates the thought so enthusiastically, later refuses to associate himself 
with it and instead calls it proud and vain. 
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himself influenced at this point by Stoicism): “What you can 
avoid, it is foolish to permit. 5 ’ So the sage will avoid pain and 
death, “so far as he can and should, 55 because to fail to do so 
would be a sign of foolishness, not wisdom, and suffering and 
death under such circumstances would be not happiness but 
misery, misery not because of what is undergone but because of 
the stupidity of the decision. Augustine sums up the presentation 
with another, even more characteristically Stoic passage from 
Terence: “If you cannot do what you wish, desire what you can 
do. 55 Thus the wise man, Augustine says, will always be happy, 
for nothing can happen without his willing it; he will refrain from 
desiring what is unattainable, and he will commit himself to what 
can be desired with perfect certitude, a course of life always in 
accord with virtue. 

All of this can be said, it will be noted, with none of the drastic 
asceticism that some modern readers seem to anticipate in 
Augustine’s writings from this period. He is not ready to make a 
wholesale renunciation of temporal goods; on the contrary, in 
characteristic Ciceronian fashion he hopes only to remain sove¬ 
reign over them and utilize them for higher ends. In the Soliloquies 
(I, 11, 18—12, 20) Reason asks him whether he would desire 
wealth or honors or a wife if they were necessary to his life with 
his companions in quest of wisdom, and he answers that he 
would indeed desire them, not, however, for themselves, but only 
for the sake of this higher purpose. If there was ever any danger 
that Platonism, with its contrast between soul and body, might 
lead toward an unhealthy renunciation of all that is bodily—and 
we shall see that even in Platonism this tendency should not be 
over-dramatized—it was counteracted by the more down-to- 
earth ethical theory of Cicero, and those aspects of Platonism 
which stressed the sovereignty of the self over the world were 
reinforced. 

Augustine thus retains something of the classical conception of 
happiness as virtue; but he transforms it into something new, or, 
more accurately, he thinks that he can discern in it hidden reso¬ 
nances often unsuspected by casual readers, though not unknown, 
he is confident, to Cicero himself. It is all accomplished by means 
of a play on the etymological overtones of the old Roman virtues 
so often discussed by Cicero, and all that Augustine needs to do is 
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to follow out Cicero’s own suggestions. He had said ( Tusc ., Ill, 
8, 18) that neqiritia (profligacy) is the mother of all vices because it 
is nequicquam (in vain, for nothing). And if vice is sterile, virtue is 
fecund; the chief virtue, then, is frugalitas (temperance, orderli¬ 
ness), which of course suggests fruitfulness. Augustine makes use 
of the passage early in the dialogue (De beata vita , II, 8 ), and with 
its aid he leads the classical doctrine of the virtues toward the 
Platonist contrast, first stated in the Symposium (203 A-E), 
between Plenty (TIopos) and Poverty ( IJevia ). 5 

The major portion of the dialogue is concerned with justifying 
this transformation of the doctrine of virtues by showing that 
there is a perfect correspondence between a succession of anti¬ 
theses: virtue and vice, fecundity and sterility, happiness and 
misery, wisdom and foolishness, plenty and poverty, being and 
non-being. Such a correlation is not self-evident, and Augustine, 
borrowing again from Cicero’s Hortensius , takes up as a thought- 
experiment the case of Sergius Orata: this man has the resources 
to possess all that he desires, and he experiences no physical 
deprivations; yet his happiness can still be marred by anxiety lest 
he lose what he has, through ill fortune. Such anxiety is not only 
one kind of misery; it is also, as Monica points out, a lack of 
wisdom, and Augustine gives the final refinement by pointing out 
that a man would be even more foolish and miserable if he did not 
have anxiety over perishable things (De beata vita , IV, 27-28). 
Augustine thinks, then, that all misery and vice and lack of wis¬ 
dom can in some way be related to “ nothingness,” to those things 
that are always changing and perishing and never really have 
being, for in concerning themselves with them men “squander” 
themselves (De beata vita , II, 8). 

It is somewhat more difficult to say in what the fullness of virtue 
consists. Augustine, again following Cicero, thinks that the names 


5 Augustine draws the same contrast between Plenitudo and Egestas (De 
beata vita y IV, 30) or between Divitiae and Egestas (Ep. 3, written to Nebridius 
from Cassiciacum in January, 387). It was probably a commonplace in 
philosophical textbooks, but perhaps he learned of it from Porphyry’s 
Sentences (41, Mommcrt 40), where it is interpreted within the context of the 
subject’s movement toward either being or non-being, or from Ambrose’s 
sermon on the value of death, if Courcelle is correct in thinking that it was 
preached during Lent, 386 (cf. Courcelle, Kecberches , pp. 121-125; Solignac, 
“Reminiscences,” pp. 455-461; du Roy, E y Intelligence de la foi cn la Trinite , 
p. 150, n. 3). 
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of the virtues consistently point toward the same configuration of 
ideas: modestia toward modus , temperantia toward temperies , and so 
on. The virtues involve a certain measure or equilibrium, then, 
and one which is not susceptible of degrees but is either present 
or absent. Wisdom is therefore the supreme “ measure of the 
mind,” giving it equilibrium so that it is subject neither to excess 
nor to defect ( De beata vita , IV, 32-33). But what is this “measure” 
which gives fullness to human life ? The criterion is that it must 
be something which is not dependent upon or subject to fortune, 
something, therefore, which abides and can be possessed when¬ 
ever and as long as one desires (De beata vita , II, 11). 

The first suggestion to be made is, quite naturally, that it is vir¬ 
tue itself (De beata vita , II, 8). But an alternative is soon suggested: 
God is eternal and abiding, and whoever possesses God through 
knowledge isjruly happy (II, 11). And yet the discussion of it in 
this dialogue remains vague, almost subterranean, and there is 
little preparation for the conclusion, in which Augustine, who 
has been speaking in the customary fashion of wisdom as a virtue, 
suddenly reverses his perspective: he mentions that the wise man 
contemplates wisdom, that his soul is embraced by God, and then 
he suddenly says, 




What else is to be called wisdom than the Wisdom of God ? The man 
who is happy possesses God. And what is Wisdom except Truth? 
Truth has being through some Supreme Measure, from which it 
proceeds and toward which it returns. . . . Whoever comes to the 
Supreme Measure through Truth is happy. This is the soul’s possession 
and fruition of God. Apart from it there is a being possessed by God, 
but not a possessing of God (De beata vita , IV, 34). 


1 


The conclusion is arrived at through what seems to be a sudden 
leap in the argument. Hints of it have been present, it is true, from 
the very start, especially in the comments of Monica, who repre¬ 
sents a Christian piety able to outrun the doctrines of the philo¬ 
sophers (De beata vita , IV, 27). It is Monica who even at the 
beginning sees that the food of the soul consists in knowledge 
(II, 8); who, without philosophical training, anticipates Cicero’s 
insight that happiness is not merely the possession of what one 
desires (II, 10); and who preempts a point that Augustine had been 
saving as his final word in the discussion of unhappiness (IV, 27). 
But these are only hints strewn along the way, and by themselves 
3 + 
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they are not a sufficient basis for the conclusion. That conclusion 
grows rather out of the main line of philosophical analysis in the 
dialogue, the one which leads the notions of virtue and vice in 
the direction of the Platonist contrast between Plenty and 
Poverty. 

What animates the entire argument, though it is not brought 
into the open, is a discontent with the rather narrow stress of 
those ethical writers influenced by Stoicism upon the internal 
/qualities of the wise and virtuous man. As a Christian and a 
Platonist Augustine would want any theory of virtue to include 
V the element of contemplation. But his discontent does not come 
only from the neo-Platonist stress upon contemplation. He has a 
more pointed criticism of the overemphasis upon virtue. It is 
v made explicitly in his later work De moribus (On the Morals of the 
Catholic Church and of the Manichaeans ), though, as I will show in a 
moment, he was probably aware of it at Cassiciacum. To the 
Manichaeans’ boasting about their heroic abstinence Augusdn g 
retorts that the important thing is not what is done -butj ffie end 
for wh ich it i s^done; after all, Catiline could endure cold, thirst, 
and hunger, and the only thing that differentiates this parricide 
from the apostles is the end pursued. The Manichaeans themselves 
discount the multitude of Catholics living continently by saying, 
“Even the mule is a virgin” (De n/or., II, 13, 27-28). 

This broadening of the perspective of ethical theory comes, it 
seems, from Varro and his teacher Antiochus. Antiochus analyzed 
all willing, and hence even the virtues, in terms of relation or 
intention or right ordering : the pertinent question to ask is always 
what is being willed as the principal value to which all else is 
“referred.” The Stoics had already suggested this distinction be¬ 
tween what is willed for its own sake and what is willed for the 
sake of something else, as a way of considering certain things a 
matter of “indifference” and still making choices involving them; 
but for the Stoics it all revolved around the inward tranquility of 
the wise man, while Antiochus broke out of this ethical solipsism 
and concerned himself with the hierarchy of values that is estab¬ 
lished by the actual levels of being. 6 There will always be some¬ 
thing that is willed to be “enjoyed,” and other things will be 
“used” in relation to it, and the problem is to let the principal 


6 Lorenz, “Die Ilerkunft des augustinischcn frui Deo p. 37, n. 11. 
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r alue be that which is truly ultimate. Men can desire the enjoy- 
nent of many things—material things, bodily health, the soul, 
jod, in various permutations, adding up to 288 different ends 
Varro is probably the source of Augustine’s sometimes facetious 
liscussions along this line in De t?wr ., I, 3, 4—6, 10 and De civ . 
>/, XIX, 1-3)—but the proper end is the enjoyment of God 
hrough knowing him and becoming as much like him as pos- 
ible. 7 

It is this notion of enjoying God ( frtri Deo) that closes the circle 
nd draws together the whole complex of themes that have been 
liscussed throughout the dialogue in a more fragmentary way: 
he universal quest for happiness, the enriching and fulfilling 
haracter of virtue, the possession of God through contempla- 
ion.J* The same thing is suggested by the image of a ( s piritua l 
mbrace ( a?)jplexus ), taken from Plotinus ( Enn. VI, 5, io), 9 which 
ppears with some frequency in the Cassiciacum dialogues and 
hereafter. The embrace is mutual, for the subject is sometimes 
5 od, or his Wisdom or Truth (personified as a feminine figure), 
nd sometimes the soul, masculine or feminine as the imagery 
aay demand ( De beata vita , IV, 33; De ord., I, 8, 24; C. Acad., II, 

, 22; Solil., I, 13, 22). The purpose of the image is to suggest, 
>nce more, the immediacy of vision and the joy of attainment, 
nd at the same time to show the superiority of the spiritual 
mbrace which takes place through knowledge, for the same 
ulfillment can be shared by many lovers without rivalry or 
[iminishment {Enn. VI, 5, 10; De lib. arb ., II, 14, 37). 

If we wish to use terms with perfect propriety we must say that 
/hat Augustine really means when he describes the goal of the 
iuman quest is not “the happy life” so much as “life in happi- 
ess,” for virtue and happiness are differentiated, and although it 
lay be that virtue comes first as part of man’s movement toward 
tie achievement of happiness, the ideaUife, which he thinks 
ttainable by men after long effort, is one in which God isenjoyed 
hrough knowledge and men live virtuously in accordance with 
tie law shining within them; in either case—whether virtue is on 

7 See Lorenz, pp. 42-46, for the development of this theme in middle 
latonism on the basis of Tbeaetetus , 176B. 

8 Cf. Holtc, beatitude et sagesse , p. 219. 

9 O’Connell, “Etmead VI, 4 and 5 in the Works of Saint Augustine,” 
p. 21-24. 


\ 


\ 




AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 


68 


the way toward happiness or follows from it—the primary value 
is the knowledge of God, and the dialogue on happiness ends witl 
an~evocation of the hidden Sun which is the fountain of all trutl 
and an exhortation to thirst after it, for until man drinks from i 
and is filled he has not arrived at his full measure of wisdom anc 


joy. 


Here we already find the essential themes which will character 
ize_Augustine’s thought__t hroughout his career ; God’s constan 
presence to the self, even when its attention is directed toward th< 
external world; the divine light as the source of all the truths tha 
men apprehend; the need to “remember” the divine presence anc 
turn within; the goal of immediate vision of God. That thes< 
/ themes are present from the first is not surprising, for they do no 
depend upon personal experience of the mystical embrace (Augus 
tine denies that he has yet attained it) or upon extensive theologica 
, reflection of the sort that will come only later; they are drawr 
fromji philosophical tradition with which Augustine was alread; 
acquainted, the highest aspirations coming from Plotinus (especi 
\ ally Em. I, 6; V, i; VI, 5). For the moment Augustine knows i 
only as a goal to be striven for, and he hastens to prepare himsel 
for it. 

The fact is jhat men_as_they are cannot reach the goal. To b< 
sure, Godls present to them and their minds are capable of appre 
hending God. But even when they catch some glimpse of the ligh 
shining inwardly upon them they are unable to endure its splendo 
because^of their imp urit y of mind ; afraid to turn toward the light 
they fallback into their accustomed patterns (De beata vita , IV 
35 ; C. Acad., I, 1, 3; II, 2, 5; So HI., I, 6, 12). And in the case o 
most men there is no awareness at all of the divine presence. Ii 
their concern with external things they have turned away fron 
God and forgotten him. Thus when Augustine outlines tb 
possibilities of human life he can indicate, in the most optimist! 
way^the knowability of God and the attainability of happiness 
even, it should be noted, during earthly life; but when he des 
cribes the actual human condition, he stresses the universalityjo 
alienation from, God and the arduousness^of the return towar< 
man’s proper mode of existence. 

In the passages written at Cassiciacum little is said about th< 
circumstances of man’s fall into his present predicament, anc 
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vhat Augustine does say is often not Plotinian but Ciceronian, 
rhe body is called a “dark prison” (C. Acad., I, 3, 9) or a “cave” 
Soli/., I, 14, 24) in which the soul is imprisoned; the “region of its 
)rigin” is said to be elsewhere ( C . Acad., II, 9, 22; cf. De quart . 

1, 1), and it is exhorted to free its wings from all those affec- 
ions which hold it down, soar into the atmosphere made lucid 
)y the sun, and return to its home in the heavens (C. Acad., II, 9, 
12; Solil. , I, 14, 24). This theme of redit us in coelttm appears in the 
dosing passage of Hortensius (quoted in De Tri/t., XIV, 19, 26), 
ind Cicero in that dialogue held forth the possibility, at least, that 
he s oul might be able to return to a higher life from which it had 
Deen exiled in punishment. He seems to have been influenced in 
his partly by the young Aristotle—who, according to a passage 
n the Hortensius quoted by Augustine himself ( C . JuL, IV, 15, 78), 
laid that we are living beings yoked with dying, like prisoners of 
he Etruscans, grossly tortured—but also by his teacher Antiochus 
ind other contemporaries. Orphic and Platonist themes were a 
:ommonplace in those philosophical traditions by which Augus- 
ine was influenced, and their appearance in Augustine’s 
vritings does not always signal the influence of Plotinus or 
^orphyry. 

It is not surprising, then, that for many years Augustine gave 
:redence to the theory of the preexistence of the soul. What is 
ictually more surprising is that through all these years he held to 
t with something less than unconditional certitude. He knew that 
he whole matter was obscure, and on his return to Milan, it seems, 
le sought more light from Manlius Theodorus (De beata vita, I, 1). 
"or some time his own assumptions corresponded quite closely 
vith those of Plotinus: each soul chooses its own destiny, true to 
:haracter, descending at the appropriate time into a body that 
:onforms with its inner dispositions. Divine “sending” coincides 
vith the soul’s own “going,” for the soul descends according to 
ts own inclinations and yet it all takes place in accordance with 
livine justice (cf. Enn. IV, 3, 12-13). 10 These assumptions could 
)nly be reinforced and given the authority of Christian teaching 
vhen Augustine began to read some works of Origen in transla- 

10 Evidence that this was in fact Augustine’s own view has been marshalled 
>y Robert J. O’Connell in “The Plotinian Fall of the Soul in St. Augustine,” 
>p. 5-6. 
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tion. 11 Yet even while he assumed all this, he never devoted an 
extended reflection to the problem. About 395 the theory of pre 
existence became only one possibility among others ( De lib . arb. 
HI, 20, 55—21, 59), and it was rejected about 406 (De Gen . a 
litt ., VI, 9, 15). It seems always to have been only at the margin 
of his concern, and he probably held it with what Newmai 
called “notional assent,” that is, in a hypothetical way, on th 
condition that the premises on which it is based are true and th 

/ hilosophical authorities which are followed are reliable. 12 

What A ugustine holds with “real assent,” that is, on the basi 
of direct experience or firm reasoning,Js not the theory of pre 
existence but the Plotinian and Porphyrian theory of th e sou l" 
relation to the body. This includes two aspects which should no 
be confused: first, the soul’s animation of the body by forming 
portion of matter as an image, an expression or reflection of it 
inward life, even while it is able, in principle, to remain “withii 
itself” and “outside” all that is corporeal (Enn. IV, 3, 9-10); an< 
then the soul’s enslavement to the things of the body when i 
becomes fascinated with the brilliant reflections of the divine tha 
it sees in the material world and, losing sight of itself, “turns' 
toward them and “goes forth” from itself and becomes “pre 
sent” not to itself but to the body (Enn. IV, 3, paragraphs 9, 12 
17, etc.). Both of these aspects—the power of man’s inward lif 
over his bodily actions, and his enslavement by his own affection 
for the finite—were a matter of experience to Augustine; he coul< 
give unconditional assent when he read them in Plotinus (Em. 
IV, 3) or in Porphyry (perhaps the Sentences ). Pie could say alon: 
with them but out of personal conviction, for himself, that th 
soul has gone outside itself (progressns ) and is poured out (a seips 
fusils') into the world of multiplicity, from which it needs t< 
return to itself and thereby to God, who is present within the sell 
And he could say, again with them, that the way of return i 
through “fleeing sensible things altogether” (Solil., I, 14, 24; ci 
De ord~ II,U , 31), without thereby meaning to suggest that th 
soul must lose all relation to the body. 

Augustine himself is responsible for a widespread misundei 
standing of his earlier views. When in the Ketractationes (I, 4, 7) h 


( 


11 See pp. 108-109 below. 

12 An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent , chapter 4. 
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expresses his regret over this exhortation in the Soliloquies to “flee 
sensible things altogether” (“ penitus esse ista sensibilia fugienda ”) 
ae says that it seems to incline too much toward Porphyry’s 
erroneous teaching that there is no resurrection of the body. This 
statement has been taken by some scholars as evidence that 
Porphyry had an important influence upon Augustine at the time 
)f his-conversion. But it actually manifests a concern that arose 
nuch~iatef 7 Tor it is only toward the year 400 that Augustine 
ndicates any real awareness of Porphyry’s polemics against the 
Christian doctrine of resurrection and only after 405 or 406 that 
le combats it directly with any vigor. 13 It is true that a similarly 
worded exhortation to “flee the bodily altogether” (“corpus est 
wine fugiendum ”) is attributed to Porphyry’s work On the Return of 
l he Sotily but that work may well be identical with his work On the 
Philosophy from the Oracles , and there is no evidence that Augustine 
read the latter until close to 400. 14 Perhaps On the Return of the Soul 
s a different work, then, which Augustine read earlier; perhaps 
he exhortation was also used elsewhere by Porphyry; or perhaps 
t was an easily remembered catch-phrase used by the Platonists in 
Milan. The same theme is to be found (though not in the same 
anguage) in passages of the Enneads which Augustine almost 
rertainly read (I, 6, 7-8; IV, 3, 32; V, 1, 10). And in any case it 
s the doctrine of Plotinus, not that of Porphyry, that Augustine 
ollows without hesitation, for whereas Porphyry thought that the 
;oul could attain lasting beatitude only by becoming disembodied, 
^lotinus assumed that the soul always has a relation to some body 
either a mortal body on earth or an invulnerable body in the 
leavens) and had confidence that it could raise itself above bodily 
:oncerns and in turn influence the body for the better [Enn. IV, 3, 
[7; V, 1, 10). 

To “flee” sensible things, then, is simply to dissolve the bonds 
>faf?ection by which the mind is tied to therp. Reason tells him, 

rhere is only one precept I can give you; I know of no other. You 
nust flee from these sensible things altogether,.fir as long as we bear 
his body we must beware lest our wings be held down by them, as if 
>y birdlime. We have need of healthy, sound wings if we are to fly from 
his darkness_to_the light above, which does not delgrTto manifest itself 

13 See chapter 4, section 4. 

14 See introduction, section 3, and chapter 4, section 4. ^ 
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to men shut up in this cave unless they are able to break through it anc 
annul its effect and emerge into the air that is their habitat. When yoi 
reach the point that earthly things no longer delight you, at that ver) 
moment, believe me, you will see what you desire ( Solil ., I, 14, 24). 

This image of the adhesive power of earthly tilings, arising 
through their own attractiveness and through men’s affection fo: 
them, is one which will remain an important element in Augus 
tine’s psychological theory (special note should be taken of Conf. 
IV, 10, 15, and De Trin., X, 8, 11, where love is said to be a gluten 
a “glue” which holds the mind to the things which it has experi 
enced). The abiding hold of past experiences over present attitude: 
and decisions through the power of consuetudo —not “habit,” fo: 
in current English usage that suggests too much an automatism 
but “custom,” becoming familiar with certain things and feeling 
at home with them through constant contact—is another elemen 
of his psychological theory that is already present and will soor 
take an important position in Augustine’s thinking (C. Acad ., Ill 
6, 13; cf. De quart . an., 4, 6; 28, 54; 33, 71). He had probabh 
learned through some philosophical source that custom had beet 
called “second nature” (De m/s., VI, 7, 19; cf. C. Jul. op. imp., I 
69), and it will become his own explanation of the inevitability o 
sin, put forward in opposition to the Manichaean theory of th< 
presence of an evil nature in man (De fid. et sjm., 10, 23; Conf. 
VIII, 9, 21—10, 24). 

Augustine’s central concern, then, is with the psychologica 
dynamics of the souPs bondage and with the existential task o 
returning to the life that is appropriate to its capabilities anc 
desires. His interest in the circumstances of the soul’s entrance intc 
the body remained only marginal. And in Plotinus he could hav' 
found encouragement for this order of priorities, for Plotinu 
himself effectively “ demythologizes ” or “existentializes” th 
traditional Platonist doctrine, not, to be sure, by denying pre 
existence or reincarnation, but by interpreting all that occurs ii 
terms of subjective tendencies and by stressing that the divin 
realm which is the true^home_of the__so,ul is not to be sought!} 
marTsomewhere else or in another time, for it is non-spatial, omni 
present, to be sought here and now. If there is a pilgrimage to b 
taken, it is journey for the affections, and it consists in purifyim 
the soul, making it more like God so that it will become capabl 
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of attaining the “beatific vision” ( Emi . I, 6, 6-8). Whatever 
Plotinus may have thought about the lasting attainability of this 
goal during the present life, Augustine did assume it at first; and 
though he came to abandon this dream as a viable aspiration for 
sinful humanity and acquired a more Pauline (and coincidentally 
more Porphyrian) sense for the “eschatological tension” between 
the present time of purification and the coming time of fulfillment, 
he never forsook it as a description of the original possibility with 
which man was created, and it may be testimony to the boldness 
of Augustine’s Christianity that he refused to accept as inevitable 
either the blinding of the mind by its concern with the finite or the 
merely momentary character of Plotinian ecstasy. 

Nonetheless Augustine did not suppose that he had yet reached 
the goal, and he knew that the way was difficult. It was to the 
tracing and the following of the way that he devoted most of his 
labors at Cassiciacum. 


2. Authority and Reason 

Neither man’s impulse toward the philosophic life nor the validity 
of philosophical knowledge is intrinsically dependent upon faith 
or historical revelation. The impulse arises from fundamental 
human desires and capabilities, and it can be given a reliable 
orientation by the reflections of the philosophers. 

Augustine therefore anticipates no incompatibility between 
Christianity and authentic philosophy; the mysteria of the Church, 
that is, the Trimtaliah doctrines transmitted in the Creed, con¬ 
verge with the teachings of the Platonists (C. Acad ., II, 1, 1 ; III, 
20, 43; De ord ., II, 5, 16; De beata vita , I, 4). Though they have 
come through different channels they emanate from the same 
source, the eternal Word; there is, so to speak, a preestablished 
harmony between them, and therefore it is no surprise that they 
assert the same things, using different words. 

When Augustine speaks of true and authentic philosophy 
(“vera et germ ana philosopbia ” [De orcC[ II, 5, 16]) it goes without 
saying that he has a specific tradition in mind, that stemming from 
Pythagoras and Plato. It is still a human philosophy, and it has 
undergone many vicissitudes; but as a result of many centuries 
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of controversy a single valid doctrine has “filtered through” 
(“eliquata est ”). That Augustine does not understand it in a 
narrow way is shown by his mention of Aristotle along with 
Plato and his belief that the harmony of their views has been 
demonstrated by certain perceptive men (C. Acad., Ill, 19, 42). 
Augustine does not have the neo-Platonists in mind; the source 
of this statement is Cicero {Acad., I, 4, 17-18; Lucidlus, II, 5, 15; 
De leg., I, 13, 18), and the joining of the two traditions is thus the 
one that occurred during the first century B.C. in Antiochus and 
others. Despite the all-too-human career of the true philosophy, it 
is not the “philosophy of this world” that is condemned in 
Scripture (Colossians 2, 8) for it is derived from the other, the 
intelligible world (C. Acad., Ill, 19, 42). (By the “philosophy of 
this world” Augustine always understands those traditions which 
are dominated by sense and imagination: Stoicism and, at a much 
lower level, Manichaeism; his confident use of Scripture in this 
connection at such an early date may be the outcome of his con¬ 
versations with Simplicianus, the presbyter and neo-Platonist.) 

Revelation and true philosophy converge not only in a common 
source but in a common goal, the wisdom in which man finds 
happiness. The focus of attention in Augustine’s discussions of 
faith and reason is rarely upon the cognitive aspect in isolation 
from the practical or existential; when he mentions the former, he 
soon looks to the latter: the true philosophy has given men a 
knowledge of the intelligible world, and to it they strive to return. 
It is in connection with this practical task, not the cognitive, that 
Augustine speaks of the indispensable role of authority and the 
fruitlessness of philosophy if it is not preceded by faith; for men 
need to be shown the way to return toward GodTamTGod i n his 
“clemency” has made it known, but the philosophers in their 
pride have scorned the humble form in which God appeared to 
men {C. Acad., Ill, 19, 42; De ord., II, 5, 16). 

Augustine understands auctoritas not in the abstract sense that 
the word “authority” has in modern political theory, but more in 
its classical Latin sense of authentic and authoritative testimony to 
or disclosure of something that is not directly known. What un¬ 
mistakably differentiates divine, authority from that of men or 
demons is that it (a) manifests a divine power through miracles, 
(b) exhibits God’s clemency toward men and his purpose of 
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helping them through the lowly form he assumes, and (c) leads 
them by its precepts beyond these visible signs, not keeping them 
bound to them but inviting them to seek the divine Understand¬ 
ing itself ( De ord., II, 9, 27). 15 Authority is the doorway that must 
be entered first; but it leads to the further treasures of rational 
knowledge, and this is the goal aimed at by revelation itself. 

Within the life of faith there are really two quite distinct 
functions of reason, both of them clearly understood in the 
Cassiciacum dialogues but first formulated a few months later 
(De qttan. an., 15, 25): to supply arguments _ which will give greater 
certitude about the truths of revelation, and to exercise the mind 
so that it will be capable of beholding spiritual things. 16 The first 
of these corresponds to what has already been said about the 
cognitive validity of philosophy (cf. De ord., II, 9, 26 for its place 
in the life of faith); the second, far more important in Augustine’s 
estimation, is practical in character, “anagogical,” leading the 
mind toward the goal of immediate vision and accustoming it to 
the intelligible realm so that it will not be blinded by the light of 
eternity (C. Acad., Ill, 9, 20; Solil., I, 13, 23 and II, 20, 34; De ord., 
I, 1, 4; De quart . an., 15, 25). 

Augustine can make some astounding claims for the philo¬ 
sophic life and its exercitatio of the soul in these early dialogues. 
In what is perhaps the most notorious passage he says: 

I do not see how those who are content with authority alone, who 
devote their energies to good works and upright desires but either 
scorn or are incapable of gaining learning in the liberal disciplines, can 
ever be called happy while they live here among men, though I firmly 
believe that as soon as they leave this body they will be liberated, with 
ease or difficulty in proportion to the degree of righteousness with 
which they have lived (De ord., II, 9, 26). 

The passage becomes less offensive when we recognize the anago¬ 
gical context of all that is said: the life of reason is here under¬ 
stood not as the study of philosophical opinions for their own 
sake but as a preparation for the intuitive vision of God, and it 
involves a triad of activities, not only diligent study but devoted 

15 For the interpretation of this passage, sec Magnus Lohrer, Der G/aubens- 
begriff desbl. Augustinus in seinen ersten Scbriften bis %ii den Confessiones (Einsiedeln, 
1955 ), PP* 92 - 95 * 

16 Cf. Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique , pp. 277-327. 
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worship and virtuous living (De ord., II, 8, 25 and 10, 51; and, 
much later, De Trin., XV, 27, 49). 17 Beatitude is denied to the 
simple believer not because he is uneducated in the rational 
disciplines but because his apprehension of God, based on 
authority alone, is mediated and thus is held at a distance from 
the vision of God which constitutes beatitude and which Augus¬ 
tine still thinks attainable during the present life. Augustine 
readily affirms that the life of faith, hope, and love, without any 
training in the arts, is an adequate preparation for the vision of 
God after the soul’s separation from the body ( De ord., II, 9, 26; 
SoIlL, I, 13, 23); and within the dialogues Monica’s devotion is 
repeatedly acknowledged to be a legitimate substitute for learn¬ 
ing; indeed, it is affirmed to be almost an alternative form of 
“philosophy” (De beata vita, II, 10; De ord., I, 11, 32; II, 1, 1; 
II, 17, 45 )- 

There is nonetheless something of a harsh tone of superiority 
toward Monica in the dialogues, for Augustine has been attracted 
to the life of philosophy and seeks all that it can offer. But it is not 
a smug superiority; doubtless following earlier models (for his 
language is similar to Cicero’s) but also disclosing something of 
his own feelings, he describes the philosophic life in terms that 
suggest that it is “a dangerous calling, as difficult as it is irresist¬ 
ible,” 18 arising from a kind of compulsion: those who have been 
seized by the passion to seek truth and gain intellectual enjoyment 
must go on, come what may (De ord., I, 8, 24; Solil., I, 13, 23). 
Their way will be long and circuitous; but they will be following the 
sacred circuits which lead the initiate into the sanctuary itself—for 
Augustine is probably using circuitus (Solil., II, 20, 34; De qnan. an., 
4, 6 and 7, 12) and ambulatio (De doct. chr ., I, 10, 10) to suggest a 
similarity with the mystery cults. It was a commonplace in Greek 
culture from Pythagoras and Plato onward to view philosophy as 
an initiation into the true mysteries; the comparison was utilized 
by Posidonius, and doubtless by Antiochus, for it played an 
important role in the writings of both Varro (who was confident 
that the liberal disciplines and philosophy could conduct the soul 
to the intelligible realm) and Cicero (who, somewhat more 
hesitant, said at the end of the Hortensius, as quoted by Augustine 

17 Ibid., pp. 175-17C 364- 

18 Ibid., p. 369, n. 1. 
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in De Trin ., XIV, 19, 26, that whatever man’s end may be— 
whether it is extinction or return to a better home in the heavens— 
he should lead a life of virtue and study the liberal arts, for they 
will facilitate his ascent toward wisdom). 

Augustine should be taken quite seriously when he says 
repeatedly that there are tw o wa ys of salvation (C Acad ., Ill, 20, 
43; De ord ., II, 5, 16 and 97 26; Solil., I, 13, 23; De quan. an ., 7, 12), 
for the way of authority alone and the way_of reason operating on 
the basis~of authority are different in their methods, their aspira¬ 
tions, and their results, at least during the present life. Neverthe¬ 
less they are seen within the same framework. They share the 
same goal; they both accomplish a readying of the mind for the 
attainment of this goal; they operate together, with faith preparing 
the way and reason continuing what has been begun. By the time 
of the Soliloquies Augustine has come to view the whole process 
in an integral way. The human mind (for this is the identity of 
the mysterious figure of “Reason” in that work) is the medium 
within which the entire movement toward God takes place. 
Faith, hope, and love are indispensable to it, for they first purify 
the mind to make it capable of seeing, then they orient the mind 
toward God, and even when vision is achieved they sustain the 
mind’s attention in the face of danger and temptation ( Solil. , I, 6, 
12—7, 14). But precisely because the rational mind is the subject 
presupposed and perfected by these Christian virtues, Augustine 
naturally anticipates that it will go on to do its proper work of 
inquiry and elucidation; indeed, without such activity there can 
be no transition from the second phase of “looking” to the third 
stage of “seeing,” for the spiritual exercises of philosophical 
activity are needed if the mind is ever to become accustomed 
during the present life to the direct contemplation of the light 
(Solil ., I, 13, 23). Having some sense of its proper place, we must 
turn, then, to a consideration of the rational process as Augustine 
understood it in these earliest writings. 


3. The Way of Reason 

The dialogue On Order (De ordine) is perhaps Augustine’s greatest 
tour de force from the stay at Cassiciacum. It begins with a dis- 
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cussion in the middle of the night concerning the cause of the 
alternate rushing and slowing down of the flow of water through 
the conduits near the house, soon accounted for by the fall of 
leaves in late November; it continues as a more general discussion 
of the orderliness, and the providential ordering, of all that occurs 
within the finite world, and even the numerous interruptions and 
chance associations of ideas with which the conversation is beset 
are taken into account as they try to show, with the Stoics and 
Cicero, that the entire web of finite occurrences is administered in 
accord with divine justice; the attempt is then made to rise above 
ordo in the merely descriptive sense of the disposition of finite 
occurrences to the original ordo in the divine mind; and finally it 
is discovered that if one is to grasp this original ordo it is necessary 
to follow still another ordo , that of the liberal disciplines, which 
constitute an ordo studiorum sapientiae and make the mind capable 
of understanding the supreme ordo (II, 18, 47). 

Some orientation to this last and most difficult problem, which 
occupies the whole of book II, is given in the prefatory remarks to 
Zenobius. There Augustine acknowledges the difficulty of seeing 
the providential order of the world, but he is confident that it can 
all be drawn into a consistent pattern, just as a mosaic which 
seems wildly disorganized when one focuses attention on only 
one tessera takes on a pattern when one looks at the whole ( De 
ord ., I, 1, 2). Augustine proposes to show, then, how the whole 
scheme of things can be construed properly by seeing it as a 
whole, a “ uni-verse,” organized by a single unifying principle, 
and he clearly assumes that it is a whole not in its own being but 
in the divine Understanding ( Intellectus ), indeed, that it is a 
“ uni-verse 55 only there (De ord., II, 9, 26; cf. II, 16, 44). The 
problem, consequently, is that the mind, which naturally seeks 
to unify all that it finds, will not be satisfied in its quest until it 
comes to know what is in the mind of God; and the function of 
the rational disciplines is to lead him there step by step. 19 

19 The stress on unity and the way in which it is stated in De ord., I, 2, 3 and 
II, 18, 48 seem to be characteristic of Antiochus, and the interest in divine 
ideas also owes something to him, perhaps even the expression “the two 
worlds and the Father (cf. Timaeus , 28C) of the universe” in De ord., II, 18, 
47. See Fuchs, Augustin tmd der antike Friedensgedanke, pp. 157-161; Lorenz, 
“Die Herkunft des augustinischen frui Deo,” p. 47; Zepf, “Augustinus und 
das philosophische Selbstbcwusstsein dcr Antike,” pp. 127-128; and with 
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Augustine is not unaware of another possibility: that man 
himself might confer unity upon the world through his power 
to change it, his artistic creativity, or his reasoning activity. But 
this would still be a structuring and unification of the world from 
within, not very different, really, from birds’ building nests and 
other such ordering activities found throughout nature. And it 
would still not solve the problem of bringing order into man’s 
own life; that can come only through his conscious adherence to 
rational norms. Thus without denying the reality of unifying 
activities within the world (cf. De ord ., II, 18, 48—19, 50), 
Augustine wishes to show that they point beyond themselves to a 
supreme ordering principle. Indeed, man’s own practical activities 
are taken as the point of departure for a demonstration that those 
higher intensities have been present from the first. 

In De ordine (II, 11, 3off.) Augustine works out a theory of 
human life as the life of an animal that is at once rational and 
mortal, standing as it does between the intelligible and the cor¬ 
poreal worlds. Because man’s attention has already “gone forth” 
toward earthly affairs it is difficult for him to return to himself, 
and because of the limited scope of these affairs one cannot discern 
in them all that reason can do; nevertheless men always act with 
the aid of reason, and therefore it is possible to begin by examining 
reason where it has expressed itself in the sensory world (II, 11, 
30). So he looks at the rationabilia or vestigia rationis (11, 33), which 
make up the whole of human culture: first, the things produced 
by reason to be immediately enjoyed, such as good cuisine, or the 
ordered sounds of music, or the disciplined movements of the 
theater; then the symbols through which something is communi¬ 
cated from mind to mind; and finally the plans or rules by which 
reason is guided as man executes his actions (II, 11, 34—12, 35). 
These are the primitive givens of human life. The rational disci¬ 
plines then arise through reflection upon different aspects of these 
already established cultural activities. It is only with the rise of 
these reflective activities that men begin to discover that there is 


special reference to this dialogue, A. Dyroff, “Obcr Form und Begriffsgehalt 
des augustinischen Schrift ‘De ordine/” Aurelius Augustinus (Koln, 1930), 
pp. 15-62; K. Svoboda, Uestbetique de saint Augustin et ses sources (Brno and 
Paris, 1933), pp. 32-40. This is not to deny the presence of Plotinian themes, 
drawn especially from Enn. Ill, 2 (“On Providence”). 
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another beauty than that which is ingredient in sense and imagi¬ 
nation; they begin to emerge from their total involvement with 
the physical world and rise by degrees toward the intelligible. 
With Pythagoras in mind, he sees the beginning of the process in 
reflection upon what strikes the ear: such cultural facts as song, 
wind instruments, and plucked and percussive instruments; it was 
discovered that the music which had arisen, quite spontaneously, 
would have been ugly except for the measured proportion and 
variety of sounds. It is the same with the visible world, where the 
mind came to see that whatever pleased the eye embodied intelli¬ 
gible proportions; thus arose geometry and its application to the 
heavenly bodies in astronomy. 

Augustine, it will be noted, is fully aware of the achievements of 
culture and of the rational disciplines that reflect upon them; he 
does not discount their usefulness or overdramatize their harmful 
consequences. His balanced judgment on them is expressed some 
months later in De quantitate animae (19, 33). They do help the 
soul to “grow” by unfolding its powers, he says. And yet such 
“growth may not always be healthy. Sometimes it is superfluous, 
like a sixth finger, and this is Augustine’s evaluation of “curio¬ 
sity,” the accumulation of facts and rational knowledge for its 
own sake; it is not harmful, but it is a distraction from man’s 
proper tasks, and, like the piper mentioned by Varro who so 
charmed the crowds that they wanted to make him king, it may 
lead man toward the wrong loyalties. 20 Culture becomes definitely 
harmful, a tumorous growth which ought to be excised, only 
when it leads the soul directly and unambiguously into the sphere 
of the senses where it will waste away, as in the “art” of the 
gourmet who can judge foods by their taste and smell and who 
knows the best vintages of all the wines . The proper function of 
culture and of rational reflection, directly opposed to these super¬ 
fluous or harmful functions, is to lead the soul toward the realm 
ofthe purely intelligible. 

The critical phase in human development comes when men, 
having discovered that the rhythms and proportions of all things 


20 Cf. De mus., VI, 13, 39; De ver. re/., 29, 52; 49, 94; De util, cred., 11, 25. 
For a fuller discussion of Augustine’s comparatively mild estimate of culture 
during this period, sec Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique, 
pp. 2 77 ff. 
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can be measured according to rational patterns, ask about the 
wind itself and its ability to measure and judge all tilings (II, 15, 

43). Philosophy in the proper sense begins when men begin asking 
about the nature of the soul; its goal is reached only when they 
come to understand God (II, 18, 47). This sequence—first the 
self*- then God: “ noverim we, noveriw te" (So/il., II, i, 1), “in we 
redeam etliTt 7 ” (Soli/., II, 6, 9)—is at once a process of rational 
inquiry and an existential movement of the soul toward God. The 
aspiration is in large part Plotinian, and this “interior way” to 
God is probably inspired by passages like Ennead V, 1, 1, in which 
the soul i s urg ed firs tjLo_ knov utself in order to learn that its eye is 
capable of seeing God, or Ennead I, 6, 9, in which the mind is led 
within itself to a solitude uninterrupted by the external world and 
then is told to look and see God. 21 But the way traveled is not 
Plotinian but Varronian. The stress on going through a process of 
reasoning is alien to Plotinus, who relies more upon intuition of f 
God, but it is characteristic of Varro with his interest in all the 
jrational disciplines and his trust s fllafthey_will lead the mind by 
degrees_toward^ G°d* What Varro represents is an authentic 
Platonism drawn from Plato in his moments of enthusiasm for 
dialectic, the properly articulated classification of the entire realm j . 
of intelligibles (cf. especially the Phaedrns, 265D-266B); while 
Plotinus represents an equally authentic Platonism based upon 
the more mystical spirit of, say, the Symposium. The Plotinian V 
influence was present; but when Augustine says that God is Ay, 
known by the soul only to the extent that it knows how much it 
does not know him (. De ord., II, 16, 44; II, 18, 47), he means this 
not in the Plotinian sense of a vision through immediate presence, 
surpassing knowledge, 22 but in the far more direct sense of a lack 
of conceptual knowledge, a lack which is to be overcome through 
rational inquiry. This docta ignorantia about God is Socratic, a fit¬ 
ting humility about the extent of one’s knowledge preparatory to 
a cautious and self-critical investigation of the way toward God, 
step by step; at least that is the spirit of the opening passage of 
De quantitate aniwae, in which Evodius recalls that Augustine has 




\ J 


21 Cf. Gerard Verbeke, “Connaissance de soi et connaissance de Dicu 
chez saint Augustin,” August ini ana, IV (1954), PP- 5 1 3~5 1 5 - 

22 Augustine could very well have read Enn. VI, 9, 4, or a modified state¬ 
ment of the same theme in Porphyry’s Sentences , 25 (cf. Solignac in BA, 
XIII, 703); but he docs not understand the words as they do. 
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often warned him away from certain questions by citing the Greek 
proverb that we should not look into those things that are above 
us, but suggests that it would not be at all improper to inquire 
about man’s own soul. Augustine was not about to abandon what 
he had learned from the Academics, then, for they had shown 
him the frailty of ill-founded assumptions; what he proposed was 
to surmount their objections through careful argumentation, 
building a sturdy framework as he moved toward the contempla¬ 
tion of God. 

The point of departure is thejoul itself, and Augustine shows a 
special interest in its activity of reasoning. By this he understands 
not the “verbal” kind of reasoning which manipulates concepts 
and propositions but a reasoning which involves “insight” into 
the contents themselves; reasoning is a movement of the mind by 
which it construes the contents of apprehension, “discerning” 
where one thing is really distinct from another, “connecting” 
where there is genuine unity (De ord ., II, n, 30; 18, 48). Now 
men are able to use reason well enough in their worldly affairs, 
and they are aware of their own reasoning activities; but what 
Augustine seeks is a correct understanding of reason, a knowledge 
of what it is and what it can do, and this is the character of the 
“return to oneself” as Augustine executes it: it is not a purely 
immediate self-awareness but a reflexive understanding of the self, 
aided by clear conceptualizations. Only a few men are capable of 
accomplishing this, for it is a difficult task that demands the use of 
—reason itself; reason must circle back upon itself and try to 
discern itself, just as it has discerned the nature of many things 
other than itself (De ord., II, 11, 30; De quan . an ., 14, 24). 

Augustine’s beginning is quite straightforward, for he is con¬ 
cerned first to analyze the different moments in the reasoning 
process (SoliL, I, 6, 12; De imm. an., 6, 10; De quan. an., 27, 53). 
Reason, he says, can mean (a) the “eye” of the mind, (b) the 
tnind’s “looking” (adspectus), its attending to possible contents of 
knowledge without yet grasping them; (c) the mind’s thinking 
(ratiocinatio), the activity of inquiry as it moves among the data, 
guided by the rules laid down in the science of dialectic, classifying 
and distinguishing things through definition and partition, sepa¬ 
rating them with disjunctive propositions and joining them 
through formal implication (C. Acad., Ill; De quan. an., 25, 47; 
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26, 51—27, 52); and finally (d) the completion of the process 
either in an immediate vision (intellects), a union of the mind with 
that which is known (this is the Plotinian way of describing it) or, 
at a lower level, in a “grasping” of something with unshakable 
conceptual knowledge (scientia [and this is the Stoic and Academic / 
way of describing it]). 

But at this point Augustine collided with the Academics’ con¬ 
tention that nothing can be known with certainty, that nothing 
can be grasped so unambiguously that it cannot be mistaken for 
something else (C. Acad., I, 5, 11; III, 9, 18 and 21). He had to 
refute the Academics becau se philosophy as he understood it 
would be po intless if it were merely an unending search for truth, 
as they^contended; its goal must be attainable, and the wise man, 
if he knows nothing~else, tnusTToiow r aFleast wisdom, indeed, the 
divine Wisdom. It was a matter of some importance to him, 
therefore, not for theoretical but for personal reasons, for the 
Academics had set up an obstacle to precisely that enterprise 
which had now become central to his life (cf. C. Acad., Ill, 14, 

30 and 20, 43; Ep. 1, 3; Retr., I, 1). 

It is in this atmosphere of expectation, and without looking 
ahead to the arguments that are brought forward subsequently, 
that the conversation between Alypius and Augustine early in the 
third book of Against the Academics should be read. Alypius, per¬ 
haps baffled by Augustine’s hints, still unfulfilled despite much 
verbal parrying, that he has some arguments to bring forward 
against the Academics, says that some such argument may come 
to light, though it seems as elusive as Proteus, and if it should be 
found it would “demonstrate” (“prove” or “point toward”) the 
truth (C. Acad., Ill, 5, 11). Augustine gladly picks up the sugges¬ 
tion, and with a certain playful solemnity he agrees that the figure 
of Proteus, often depicted by the poets, represents Truth itself; 
for men repeatedly think they have Truth within their grasp, but 
then it slips away from them like Proteus if they have allowed 
their thoughts to be led astray by sensory images (C. Acad., Ill, 6, 

13). He refers to the conversation again a few days later (De ord., 

II, 15, 43), and Proteus is once more a symbol of the divine 
principle of Number by which our minds measure all things but 
which escapes our grasp when our attention is drawn to the 
things that are measured. (The comparison is not Augustine’s 
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own; it was a commonplace in Greek philosophical circles, and 
Augiistine learned it from Varro, as the poem of Licentius, 
appended to Epistle 26 in the editions of Augustine’s letters, 
makes clear.) 

But the discussion of Proteus only raises and does not answer 
the question how truth can be “demonstrated” (C. Acad., Ill, 5, 
12). In answer there is the epiphany of another mysterious figure 
who, as Augustine repeats in several passages, “ promises to 
demonstrate” this or that divine matter to him (usually the expres¬ 
sion is “se de??Jonstraturam pollicetur ”). She is sometimes divine 
Reason ( De ord ., II, 7, 24), sometimes man’s own reason ( 'Solti ., I, 
6, 12), and finally becomes, in the dedication to Against the Aca¬ 
demes, philosophy (I, 1, 3), which she probably was to begin with, 
for in the first day of recorded conversation Trygetius tells 
Licentius that he has thrown off the yoke of authority for the sake 
of that liberty into which philosophy herself promises to deliver 
men (C. Acad., I, 3, 9). The source is doubtless Cicero, who with 
the same vocabulary often speaks of philosophy or reason making 
promises to men (Tusc., IV, 83 and V, 20; De fin., V, 87). Cigero 
could not have heard her promise much, for he thought that truth 
and wisdom could only be pursued, not attained. Augustine had 
greater confidence about the extent of Reason’s promises. 

In Augustine’s use of the theme it makes little difference 
whether this personification is divine or human reason, for in any 
case the goal is a knowledge of divine things r and on the other 
hand the whole procedure is executed by hurjaaff reason. This last 
assertion, Based on the actual character of Augustine’s arguments, 
must be underscored, lest his “Platonism” in this period be mis¬ 
construed. Augustine accepts the Stoic and Academic definition 
of knowledge as a “grasping” of something ( con/prehensio, 
KaraXiji/jLs), and he accepts; furthermore, their criterion of 
certitude by which knowledge can be recognized: the object must 
be clearly manifested and must have no features which might lead 
it to be confused with something else (C. Acad., I, 5, 11; III, 9, 21). 
With the Academics he criticizes the Stoics for supposing that 
sensation can yield authentic knowledge; but against the Aca¬ 
demics he proposes to show that knowledge is attainable in 
the sphere of the rational ( C. Acad., Ill, passim, De quan. an., 

3 °, 58). 
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In carrying out his program he makes use of three different 


arguments: 

(a) The first and perhaps the most interesting is an argument 
based upon the reflexive character of the mind and its activities. 
The wise man (even as conceived by the Academics, the man 
engaged in constant inquiry) will know at least the wisdom 
by which he is wise (C. Acad., III, 3, 5-6); and even if he 
denies that his wisdom is wisdom, it will be his own wisdom that 
enables him to say that—and simultaneously refutes him (III, 14, 
31). Similarly the Academics’ criterion of knowledge, the rule 
which they follow in their mental operations, will itself be known 
even if nothing else satisfies it (III, 9, 21). Augustine calls this 
argument a complexio : a statement which includes itself, a defini¬ 
tion which is an instance of itself, a designation which also points 
to itself (III, 9, 21). Perhaps the simplest example is the term 
“ word,” which both designates words and is itself a word (cf. De 
dialectica , 5; De magistro , 4, 10). But Augustine applies the same 
pattern to mental acts, presumably on the assumption that the 
character of words is a fair reflection of the mental acts which they 
express, for the mind, which is capable of knowing many things, 
also knows itself; the will, which wills many things, wills its own 
act of willing. When this pattern of self-inclusion is described by 
the logical term “ complexio” it points up an interesting character¬ 
istic of at least some language about language: even while it stays 
confined in its function as “second-level” or “reflexive” dis¬ 
course, it may circle back upon itself and disclose something un¬ 
expected about its own character and perhaps about the character 
of assertions generally. 

(b) There is another argument, likewise designed to show that 
the implications of the Academic position are not what they seem, 
but this time from presupposition. Augustine readily concedes that 
much of the content of sensation may be mere appearance, but he 
insists that there would be no dispute if there were nothing that 
“appeared”: to speak of false appearances already presupposes 
that something is manifested to us (C. Acad., Ill, 11, 24). Again, 
Carneades’ principle that in practical matters one can act according 
to “probability” but without proof (probatio) or assent (appro¬ 
bate), or according to “versimilitude” but without any expecta¬ 
tion of knowing the truth itself, already presupposes that there is 
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a truth; and the Academics themselves have said not that the truth 
is nonexistent but that it is universally distorted and confused by 
appearances (C. Acad., II, 5, 12 and 11, 26; III, 18, 40). 

(c) In the foregoing arguments Augustine has shown that even 
the Academics give assent to some propositions and hold them 
to be true. Now he goes on to show more directly that some thing s, 
can be known w ith certitude. He acknowledges that there are 
many disagreements about the origin and nature of the world; but 
he surmounts the problem by taking one step backwards and 
formulating the alternatives in a series of disjunctive propositions : 
either there are many worlds or there is one, and if there are many 
they are either infinite or finite in number; the disposition of 
things results either from the intrinsic nature of atoms or from a 
providence distinct from them; the world either begins in time 
or it does not; and so on. Similarly a series of connections be¬ 
tween propositions {hypothetical syllogisms) can be formulated: if 
there are one and six worlds, there are seven worlds; and so on. 
We know these purely formal truths whether in our everyday 
experience we are dreaming or awake, and whether what we call 
the world can be known or not; and even when it comes to im¬ 
mediate experience we can say many true things, with perfect 
certitude, about what seems to be and how we feel (III, 11, 26). 

It will be noted that the data for these arguments are taken from 
the quite concrete activities of the mind in its encounter with the 
physical world. There are no “timeless contents” like the pure 
idea of “two” which serve to complicate matters in some of 
Augustine’s later writings. All the instances of certain knowledge 
come from dialectic, which is, Augustine says, the discipline 
which he knows best (C. Acad., Ill, 13, 29). It is perhaps fortunate 
that his reflections began here, for dialectic, especially in the Stoic 
form in which, asjngdiated_by Varro, it reached Augustine, was 
concerned with the rules of relation between propositions, and 
Augustine was aware of the “hypothetical” character of the 
connexio or hypothetical syllogism (if the antecedent is true, that 
which is implied by it is also true) and of the disjunctio (if one 
member is false, the other is true). In the Soliloquies dialectic is 
often described as the discipline which regulates all the other 
disciplines; it is “true by itself” and is the source of whatever is 
true in them (Solil., II, 11, 21; 13, 24; 15, 27; 18, 32). But this 
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function belongs to dialectic not because it is identical with divine 
Truth, nor because all other disciplines are deduced from it, but 
because of its formal character; it regulates them and makes them 
genuine disciplines, for the mark of a discipline is its clarity of 
articulation through the definition and classification of all its 
parts ( Solil ., II, 11, 20). The entire argument thus remains within 
the sphere of human ratio , the activity of distinguishing and unit¬ 
ing. No occasion arises for the introduction of a mysterious com¬ 
merce with the divine. The truth in que stion is very muc hjvithin 
th e sphere of th e hu man mind a nd is not (at least in any simple 
sense) identical with divine Truth. Though it is not under the 
mind’s control (for it is a “rule” according to which the mind 
ought to operate if it wishes to think well), it is “ingredient” in 
the mind and dependent upon it to such an extent that Augustine 
thinks its presence in the mind a decisive proof of the immortality 
of the soul (De ord ., II, 19, 50; Solil., I, 15, 29; II, 13, 24 and 18, 
32—19, 33; De imm. an ., 1, 1—6, 11). 

One may be tempted to suspect that Reason has not fulfilled her 
promise to disclose God and that Proteus, the divine Truth, has 
been unmasked as nothing more than the boundlessness of the 
human spirit. And this seeming failure of the argument should be 
highlighted lest Augustine be misunderstood, for in fact the con¬ 
text of the argument is an intensely personal one: what he seeks is 
not an inferential proof of God’s reality, but a more intimate 
union with God. The theme of the dialogue On Order is that the 
mind in its reasoning activity of distinguishing and joining seeks 
unity (De ord., II, 18, 48; cf. I, 2, 3): not an understanding of the 
simplicity of God’s nature, attained by negating finite limitations 
and raising finite perfections to their highest power, but a grasp 
of the complex unity of the “uni-verse,” the intelligible realm 
held in the divine Understanding, by which the corporeal world, 
with all its conflicts and divisions, is justly ordered. This seeking 
of unity is, then, a process of organizing the multiplicity of data 
of experience into an articulated whole by means of the rational 
disciplines, presided over by dialectic. It is a “way” toward God 
not because it proves his reality or clarifies his nature but because 
by following it thejnindjs enabled to achieve an increasingly in¬ 
clusive grasp of rational structures and thereby an identity of 
content with the divine Understanding; and since this process. 
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though it is “rational” throughout, cannot continue and reach 
completion unless man internalizes his knowledge and lets it 
transform his own being, it renders him fit for the intuition of 
God as the climax toward which it has always been leading him: 

All of these things the educated mind continues to consider and discuss 
within itself.... By degrees it leads itself toward a virtuous life with the 
certitude of reason; for when one has come to see the power of ordered 
proportions it will seem unworthy and lamentable to use his knowledge 
merely for navigation or for playing the harp while his own life goes on 
aimlessly and is dissonant with vice. When the mind sets its elf in order 
and makes itself harmonious and lovely, kwi ll then dare to loo k- at 
God [the Spirit ?] and the Fountain of all that is true and the Father of 
Truth. GreatTGod, what those eyes will be! how sound, how suitable, 
how capable, how constant, how serene, how happy! (De ord ., II, 19, 
50-51). 

A Varronian anagogy terminates in a Plotinian vision. 

The same resolution is seen in th cSo/i/o^nies^whttc t he functi on 
of Reason is clarified: she will show him God in the same fashion 
that the sun is shown to the eyes; that is, beginning with the reflec¬ 
ted luminosity of the rational disciplines, and only afterward 
looking to God, who is its source. Reason “ demonstrates ”Jjod, 
it would seem, in the sense that s he leads the way and points to- 
ward him and then becomes merely the adspectus , the attention of 
The mlncTas it looks toward God himself. Sh^jiromises to show 
him God in the same way that she has shown him the truths^ of 
mathematics, that is to say, through an immediate vision in both 
cases, and she assures him that the difference is not in the kind of 
knowledge (for in both cases it is an immediate possession) but 
in the tilings known (Solil., I, 4, 10—5, 11). Reason herself con¬ 
fesses, however, that she is not always ready to see God: he 
cannot be shown (“ de/nonstrari non potest ”) to those whose minds 
are fixed on the concerns of earthly life. If God cannot be shown 
to man he must be made known in another way, through the 
authority of revelation; and if the mind in its present condition is 
unable to see God, it can only trust that it will see him when it is 
in a better condition ( Solil ., I, 6, 12). 

Thus the assisting role of authority, and of the faith based upon 
it, makes its appearance along the way envisaged by reason itself. 
Reason is the medium within which the whole process takes place; 
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there can be no mistaking that. But reason is not ready for the 
execution of its task until it is purified by faith and hope and Jove. 
When these virtues based on revelation have done their work, 
reason can go on to complete its own quest, which is not merely to 
know about the truth but to bring man into direct encounter with 
the Truth itself and thereby to give him the only full and lasting 
happiness. 






CHAPTER 2 

Milan, Rome, and Thagaste (387—391) 


During the winter of 387 Augustine returned to Milan. 
While he was there he received instruction and was baptized at 
Easter by Ambrose; but his central concern seems to have been 
the continuation of his philosophical activities. At Cassiciacum 
Augustine had manifested nothing but uncertainty about the nature 
of the soul, and in the dedication of De beata vita he entreated 
Manlius Theodorus to shed some light on this question. Even 
though he has entered the haven of philosophy, he says, it is still 
a vast bay, and he does not know where to come ashore in order 
to reach the life of true happiness (De beata vita , I, 5). Courcelle 
has noted other similarly anguished passages in which Augustine 
expressed his desire for guidance in this matter by an unnamed 
“learned and eloquent man” (SoliL, II, 12, 26; De quart . an., 33, 
70), 1 and one of the more tantalizing questions about Augustine’s 
intellectual development concerns the nature and extent of 
Theodorus’ influence upon him: was it solely through conversa¬ 
tion? Or had he completed by this time his work on the soul, 
mentioned in Claudianus’ panegyric? Or did he put the writings 
of others, perhaps of Porphyry, in Augustine’s hands ? However 
it came about, A^g^stin^iaJMilanJDecame for the first time a 
follower of Porphyry^ at those points where the latter disagreed 
with Plotinus, both in metaphysics and in the understanding of 
the soul. 2 

1 Courcelle, Recbercbes , pp. 204-210. 

2 Du Roy, LtIntelligence de la foi en la Trinite, pp. 185-196. 



MILAN, ROME, AND TIIAGASTE (387 — 391) 91 

While he was still in Milan Augustine also began writing a series 
of textbooks on the liberal disciplines, probably derived almost 
exclusively from Varro’s encyclopedic work on the disciplines, 
and with the same purpose as Varro, to introduce the soul to the 
intelligible realm. The remains of this project (De mnsica and a 
fragmentary De dialectica) manifest Augustine’s sense of its im¬ 
portance but also his lack of genuine excitement about it and his 
inability to acquire from the sources available to him an adequate 
technical knowledge of any of the disciplines. 3 His studies of 
rhythm were put to good use in his subsequent reflections on the 
experiencing of time, and his acquaintance with dialectic supplied 
the data for the theories of knowledge and of signification which 
he worked out through these years. But his interests and his genius 
lay in speculation on the great philosophical problems, not in 
manipulation of the techniques of the preparatory disciplines, and 
it did not take him long to become aware of that fact. 

Perhaps during the summer of 387 he and Monica traveled to 
Rome, intending to return to Italy. While they were there awaiting 
passage Monica died suddenly; Augustine prolonged his stay in 
Rome and while he was there wrote his works On the Quantity of 
the Soul , On Free Will (book I and most of book II), and the twin 
books On the Morals of the Catholic Church and On the Morals of the 
Manichaeans . He returned to Africa in 388 and on the estate 
inherited from his parents set up a community devoted to the 
otium philosophandi and to the more personal task of purification 
and contemplation. 4 From this period come the commentary on 
Genesis against the Manichaeans, the sixth book of On Music , On 
the Teacher , On True Religion , and many of the short discussions “on 
various questions,” perhaps the first fifty. 

Augustine’s writings from these years are devoted, then, to 
polemic against the Manichaeans, to direct investigation of philo¬ 
sophical problems, and increasingly to the understanding of the 
Catholic faith. It is a time of vigorous reflection, of elaborating 
and consolidating the scattered convictions and insights evoked 
by his reading in a variety of philosophical traditions. For sheer 

3 See Marrou’s rather severe estimate, based on an acquaintance with the 
best of Hellenistic culture, in Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique , pp. 
247-248. 

4 Sec Georges Folliet, “‘Dcificari in otio/ Augustin, Epistula 10, 2,” 
RA t II (1962), pp. 225-236, for the varied sources of his program. 
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intellectual stimulation these writings are perhaps Augustine’s 
most engaging, for there is an attempt to work problems through 
carefully, taking account of the data of experience. This is 
especially true of his investigation of the nature of “soul,” to 
which we shall turn first. 


i. Psyche 

After his first speculations in the sketches On the Immortality of the 
Souj written in Milan, Augustine seems to have decided upon a 
slower and more painstaking analysis of the nature of soul. I 
shall employ terms like “soul,” “psyche,” “life,” “mind,” in 
their abstract or generic form as a designation for a wide range of 
sensory and conative activities, for this is in keeping not only 
with the phenomenological method of modern philosophy (with 
which Augustine’s own procedures have a certain similarity) but 
with the usage of ancient philosophy itself. Plotinus and Porphyry 
often speak of soul without using the definite article, and see it 
as infinitely varied in its forms of expression, though always as 
deployments of the one World Soul. Even more to the point, 
Varro transmitted to Augustine a theory of ordered degrees of 
vitality or soul, reaching Jiom the simplest plants to animal life 
and the human mind, derived from Aristotle and Theophrastus 
and probably reworked by Antiochus or Posidonius. 5 Thus 
Augustine was confronted with a tradition very much at odds 
with the Pythagorean and neo-Platonist influences upon him, and 
he was doubtless stimulated to do his own thinking about the 
matter. We should remember, furthermore, that Augustine also 
felt the force of the Academics’ critique of knowledge and would 
not be disposed to talk loosely about entities merely supposed to 
exist. Something like a phenomenological method was suggested 
to Augustine in giving his answer to the Academics (“whatever 
it is that contains and sustains us, this is what I call the world” 
[C. Acad ., Ill, ii, 24]; “whether we are dreaming or awake, we 
know with perfect certitude what seems to be and how we feeP 9 
[C. Acad., Ill, 11, 26]). In his discussions of soul he makes much 
use of the immediate awareness of life, feeling, and thought, and 

5 Thcilcr, Vorbereitung des Neuplatonismus , p. 54; Zcpf, “Augustinus und 
das philosophischc Selbstbewusstsein der Antikc,” pp. 114-115, n. 45. 
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in fact he takes these immediate data of consciousness to be not 
merely a “symptom” of an underlying entity but the self-trans¬ 
parent reality as such. 

At one point in his anxious inquiries about the nature of the 
human soul Augustine states the problems: “what the soul can do 
in the body, what in itself, what before God ” (De qttan. an., 33, 70). 
We would do well to begin with the first and not move too hastily 
to the others, for a large part of his analyses (located chiefly in 
De quantitate animae and De musica, VI) concern those aspects of 
soul which man shares with other animals. 

His point of departure is a definition of sensation drawn from 
Plotinus (Enn. IV, 3, 23 and 26): it is an awareness of something 
that is undergone by the body ^ non latere animam quod patitur 
corpus ” [De qtian. an., 23, 41], or “passio corporis non latens animam ” 
[ibid., 25, 48]). Then he gives an excellent demonstration in logic 
as he sets about examining this definition; he asks whether it is in 
keeping with all the instances which we usually assume to fall 
under the term, and, conversely, whether only these particulars 
fall under the definition: in other words, whether the intension 
and the extension of the definition coincide (De quan. an., 25, 47). 
He points out that some things undergone by the body—growth, 
for example—do not lie within the scope of sensation, but that 
we can become aware of growth in another way, through reason¬ 
ing about what is given in sensation. He modifies the definition, 
then, so that it will exclude all such indirect kinds of awareness: 
sensation is an immediate and inward awareness of what is undergone 
by the body (“ passio corporis per seipsam [not per aliud\ non latens 
animam ” TP' quan. an., 25, 48]). This definition covers not only 
the five kinds of external sensation but all that we mean by 
“feeling”: sickness, desire, fear, joy (ibid., 23, 41). 

With this definition in mind, we may begin at the lowest 
reaches of awareness and move upward by degrees, considering 
them in order and observing Augustine’s own classifications as 
they are worked out here and there. 6 

(a) Feeling. Augustine’s basic understanding of pleasure and 
pain and the other emotions probably comes throu gh Varro from 


6 The following “key” will help to correlate my own discussion with his 
two most important classifications: 
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older Greek sources. 7 The-souTin animating the body seeks a 
harmonious balance^of all its parts ( ordinata temperatnra partium ), 
ancTpain is the awareness of some disturbance of this balance, 
pleasure of its restoration. Now it is undeniable that material 
occurrences, external or internal, are the occasion for this psychic 
feeling. But Augustine rejects the common-sense language which 
suggests that psyche is subjected to the influence of material 
occurrences. In a passage introduced with some solemnity he 
works out an alternative way of speaking: psyche is indeed 
related to physical occurrences, but always in the mode of notic¬ 
ing, responding to, or attending to changes in bodily state (“non 
latent ,” “fit attentiorfi “ se accommodat corporifi etc.). Thus a 
“passive” disturbance of bodily equilibrium evokes an “active” 
psych icJTeeling of pain, pleasure, hunger, satiation, nausea, sick¬ 
ness (De nnis ., VI, 5, 8). When there is a state of equilibrium in the 
body psychic feeling is not absent, but it “lounges” (“ iacet ” [De 
qnan. an., 30, 59], “ vegetat ” [De mus., VI, 5, 11]); the equilibrium 
of the body furnishes a ground-tone against which any physical 
disturbance can be quickly noted so that an appropriate psychic 
response can issue forth. But in either case, whether there is har¬ 
mony or dissonance in the bodily state, the “feeling” is not 
directly a feeling of the physical state but the immediate awareness 
of a specific psychic reaction to it. The animating action which 

De quan. an., 35, 79 De mus., VI 

animatio, actio de corporc 

numeri occursores 

sensus, actio per corpus 

numeri recordabiles 
numeri progressores 

ars, actio circa corpus 

numeri judiciales or 
sensuales 

numeri moderators or 
exploratores 

virtus, actio ad scipsam 
tranquilitas, actio in seipsa 
ingressio, actio ad Deum 
contemplatio, actio apud Deum 

7 For an extended discussion of passages in Augustine’s writings and 
parallels in antiquity, see Fuchs, Augustin find der antike Friedensgedanke, 
pp. I 43 -I 44 - 


(a) feeling 

(b) action 

(c) sensory pleasure 

(d) intentionality 

(e) projects 

(f) artistry 

(g) rational judgment 

(h) virtue 

(i) contemplation 
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supplies the ground-tone now feels itself exerted somewhat differ¬ 
ently because of the changes undergone in the body ( De /nzis., VI, 
5, 11). What all of this suggests, then, is that the most elementary 
task of cc soul,’’jperhaps its essential character, is quite simply the 
establishing and maintaining of unity or harmony , in the body or 
wherever else fts~sphere of responsibility extends (De ord ., II, 18, 
48; De ver . rV., 41, 77; De lib . arb . 9 III, 23, 69-70). But Augustine 
does not assent to the suggestion of some ancient philosophers 
that psyche is simply equivalent with the harmonious functioning 
of the body. His argument against it, based on Plotinus (Ewi. IV, 
3, 20), is that a harmony is “in” that which is harmonized, as an 
attribute is “in” a substance, while soul has a being of its own; 
that is to say, it is an irreducible fact of experience which must be 
explained in its own terms and not in terms of changes of bodily 
state (cf. De imm. an ., 2, 2). It is, at the very least, a kind of co¬ 
ordinated striving after harmony in bodily state and a reaction 
against any disturbance of that harmony. 

(b) Action . Once there is feeling I ther e is action ^as well. 
Augustine does not attempt"to give sotafcredit for everything that 
takes place in an action; he gives it a carefully delimited role 
alongside physical processes, as can be seen from his analysis of 
bodily strength (De quan. an ., 22, 38-40). Strength cannot consist 
merely in bodily weight, for a small man who is well trained can 
overturn a much heavier man. The muscular system, then, is also 
important, and its good health and careful training enter into 
physical ability. But finally psychic elements—attitudes of courage 
or fear, hopefulness or despair—make their appearance as a factor 
in what we call strength, not by some occult influence of mind 
over matter but quite simply by furnishing an inclination ( nutus ) 
in some definite direction. Thus there is a cooperation of psychic 
attitude, the leverage of the muscular system, and sheer corporeal 
bulk. The data upon which Augustine draws are those which 
man has in common with quite primitive animals, for the psychic 
factor involved here is not know-how or craftiness, but the same 
phenomenon of “feeling” which has just been analyzed on its 
receptive side. But here feeling transcends the mere changes of 
physical state not only with an awareness of what has been under¬ 
gone but in addition with a nisus, conveyed to the motor system, 
toward pursuit or rest or flight. 
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(c) Se nsory pleasure. Sensation, as Augustine points out in a 
number of passages concerning aesthetic experience, may involve 
a pure sensory pleasure which lies at a more elemental level than 
the attending to external things which we usually mean by sensa¬ 
tion. What gives pleasure to the eyes and ears is not the intrinsic 
character of the thing seen or heard, for sensory pleasure is in¬ 
different to that. The pleasure comes from the balance of the very 
colors or sounds that strike the sensory organs: not from their 
color or sound as such, for these taken singly may be unpleasant 
or dull, but from their structures and patterns and intensities. 
Sensory pleasure, then, is a kind of feeling based upon a bodily 
state induced from without, by colors or sounds that “come to” 
the sensory organs (Augustine regularly uses terms like 
“ obiicere ,” “ occurrere,” “accidere ”). But it could not arise unless 
there were already a readiness in the animate body for certain 
kinds of stimuli and a capacity for a natural and quite unreflective 
exercise of “judgment” or “evaluation”; only this can explain 
the fact that feelings of approval or disapproval will arise spon¬ 
taneously as colors or sounds enhance or disturb the equilibrium 
of the sensory organs (note especially in the discussion of numeri 
occursores in De mus., VI, 2, 3). 

(d) Intentionality . In vision we somehow “feel” another body 
that is located elsewhere than the feeling itself (De quart . an., 23, 
44; 30, 59-60). Augustine’s descriptions of this paradoxical fact 
have usually led interpreters to take him literally when he suggests 
that in vision there is a radiation of light from the eyes. But he is 
simply attempting to state the phenomenon of intentionality or 
(in Whitehead’s even darker language) transmutation: what we 
“see” is the thing in the distance, though we know very well that 
the immediate occasion of our seeing is the impact of light rays 
on the retina. To be sure, Augustine uses words like “ lustrare” 
or “ collustrare” (De quan. an., 14, 24; 23, 43)—but their meaning is 
simply “to survey”; or words like “ emicare ” (De quan. an., 23, 43; 
De mus., VI, 8, 21; De Gen. ad litt., XII, 16, 32)—but its meaning 
is simply “to dart forth.” Any naive way of construing his under¬ 
standing of vision will stumble over his theory of sensory images, 
for he points out that we can see or imagine or remember vast 
expanses even though the physical organs involved are very small 
(De quan. an., 14, 23-24; Con/., X, 8, 12-15). And Augustine is 
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quite capable of speaking unparadoxically and saying that sight 
[visits, the act of looking or attending), even while remaining 
where it is, directs itself outward to the place where the other 
thing is (De quart . an., 23, 43). His inability to arrive at an un¬ 
equivocal formulation comes in part from the difficulty of des- 
:ribing intentionality at all, and in part from the fact that he wants 
to say something quite specific about it: that it is not a two-stage 
process of physical reception and psychic projection but an inte¬ 
gral union of the two in which the psychic side takes priority. 
Light rays are always striking the body, but we do not always see 
them; even when they strike the retina the eyes may still be 
:c unseeing,” as we say, if attention has lapsed. It is the same with 
bearing, as Augustine himself points out (De whs., VI, 8, 21). 
The crucial factor, then, is attention; this is what enables us to 
;c feel” not our own bodily states but something other than our¬ 
selves. 

In vision attention is directed toward a field of space and toward 
focal points within it; in hearing it spans a period of time with the 
lid of memory, so that the consciousness is “extruded” (De whs., 
VI, 8, 21) or “distended” ( Conj'., XI, 26, 33). In both cases 
Augustine uses the metaphor of “illumination,” and what he has 
in mind is the unifying of the data of sensation within the forms 
of space and time so that they can be construed as an organized 
whole; it is only when these data are held by unbroken atten¬ 
tion within a single field that they can be “articulated” in mean¬ 
ingful patterns and scanned by the more sovereign eye of reason 
(.De whs., VI, 8, 21). Augustine assumes, by the way, that our 
measurements of all quantities of space and time are not absolute 
but ad aliquid, always on the basis of our perception of proportions 
which would remain the same even if the whole pattern were to 
be expanded or contracted. 

Proportion is ingredient in the physical world itself, to be sure; 
but its apprehension requires a high level of organizing ability 
{De wits., VI, 7, 19). Because of his Platonism (of both the 
orthodox and the Academic variety) and because of the incisive¬ 
ness of his own analyses Augustine was aware of the fragmentary 
character of spatiotemporal occurrence with an intensity paralleled 
perhaps only by Whitehead. Purely physical occurrences are drawn 
tight in the net of localization; they are connected only by 
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immediate contiguity or succession. This isolation is transcended 
first by corporeal form or proportion (De imm. an. y 7, 12—8, 13; 
De quart . an. y 17, 29), which transforms a mere accumulation of 
matter into a unified “body”; then by life, and the self-aware¬ 
ness of feeling, and the other-awareness of external sensation. 
But this transcendence of the conditions of space and time is 
never absolute, for soul always has the task of animating and 
directing corporeal bodies. Though soul is not “in” the body and 
^is fiot ‘^^conrained^Tn^any “place,” it is not similarly exempt from 
time. Perhaps the foundation in experience for these assertions 
is the difference between our transcendence of the limitations of 
space in vision (and in imagination and visual memory) and our 
transcendence of the limitations of time in the awareness of 
duration and sequence. In the former, our attention is able to 
leap over the intervening spaces and even times; in the latter 
we remain immersed within the temporal process, and it is only 
by undergoing our own temporal experiences and synthesizing 
them through continuing awareness that we are able to “ transcend ” 
time at all. Awareness and attentiveness, we may assume, are 
essentially the same in both; the difference, then, is rooted in 
the nature of things and reflects something of the character of 
life and soul wherever it is found. 

(e) Projects . Mentality is first exhibited in human practical 
activity (“making,” poiesis, or “doing,” praxis), in which some 
plan of action is projected and executed. The paradigm which 
Augustine usually selects is the recitation of a poem or the de¬ 
livery of a speech, in which one anticipates what one is going to 
say and how one is going to say it and then executes it accordingly 
(see especially the discussion of numeri progessores in De mus . VI); 
but the entire realm of human activity and culture is involved. 
There is an effective sovereignty of the mind over the conditions 
of bodily life, for a course of action quite different from the imme¬ 
diate situation can be outlined. Nevertheless the action which is 
envisaged is totally embodied; at this level the mind is concerned 
only with governing and shaping a sequence of external events. 
It is an irreducible task of mind within the physical world, but it 
does not exhaust its potentialities. 

(f) Artistry . A higher stage in the mind’s commerce with 
matter is in its recognition and appreciation of physical beauty. 
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embodied rationality and order, what he calls in one place the 
traces or footprints of reason within the world (De ord ., II, n, 
31-34). His delimitation of this sphere is accomplished in that 
passage through a kind of linguistic analysis as he asks what 
physical things or events we call “ reasonable.” Clearly we say 
this of a speech or a painting. But we do not say that a smell or a 
taste or a texture is reasonable—unless we are speaking of an arti¬ 
fact made to have these characteristics by the skill of a chef or a 
weaver, sometimes merely for the sake of sensory pleasure, some¬ 
times (especially in the case of the “fine arts”) to create a pattern 
that is intrinsically harmonious and can be enjoyed for itself with 
a pleasure that is more than an immediate sensory feeling. Indeed, 
we spontaneously take pleasure in well-structured forms, even 
though their full appreciation may require training. Therefore he 
later suggests (De mis ., VI, 6, 16—9, 24) that in all human activi¬ 
ties there is a spontaneous exercise of aesthetic evaluation: what¬ 
ever we do, whatever we make, we try to do it with “style.” Here 
something more is involved than the mere carrying out of a plan 
of action; there is a judging or evaluating of one’s own acts not 
for their effectiveness alone but for the way they are done. This 
judging, Augustine thinks, can be accomplished only on the basis 
of intelligible rules which are somehow imprinted on the mind, 
though often unconsciously, and give it the capability which we 
call “art” (De mis., VI, 12, 34). Thus the analysis of the pheno¬ 
mena of human activity leads beyond the immediate situation of 
man’s encounter with the world and raises the question of the soul 
“in itself” and “before God.” 

In all of these activities, the psychic has not yet “come to 
itself.” Its attention remains directed toward physical occurrences; 
even in cultural life, despite the creative role of artistry, the con¬ 
cern is chiefly with the shaping of artifacts, whether for technical 
or for aesthetic purposes. In all these activities, then, the psychic 
pours itself out in a concern for that which is other than itself and 
is caught in the net of spatio-temporal occurrences. It is not that 
these things are intrinsically evil, or that they are alien to the 
psychic; indeed, its task is to animate and care for them, and in 
most of its exemplifications the psychic does nothing more than 
this. But it is capable of something more: 

The soul of animals is bound to the body and uses its senses only for 
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satisfying the desires for food and pleasure which are aroused by the 
body. But the human soul, possessing reason and knowledge, which 
are far superior to the senses, is able to raise itself above these bodily 
a ttachmen ts and enjoy purely inward satisfactions (Dequan. art., 28", 54). 

It is able to do this as it becomes increasingly less “localized” 
by concern for the particular set of circumstances that affect the 
body and comes into closer proximity to the universal perspective 
of God (De mus., VI, 14, 48). The mind’s return to itself is not, 
however, a simple process that takes place automatically once 
mind arises. For Augustine the mind is as it thinks and acts. Of 
course it is always mind, and it is always aware of itself. But its 
return to itself must be more explicit than that. The sequence 
which Augustine seems to assume in the writings of this period, 
especially those concerned with anagogy (De quantitate animae, De 
libero arbitrio II, De mnsica VI), moves from an apprehension of the 
rational norms by which all activities are judged, to a forming of 
oneself through virtue on the basis of those norms, then to a com¬ 
plete return to oneself and a “resting” in oneself, and only then 
to the climactic act of looking toward God (De quail, an., 28, 
55 )- 

Aesthetic valuation, as we have seen, is a spontaneous criticism 
of human actions and works, either in the creative process itself 
or in subsequent experience of them; but this aesthetic delight 
is now placed under more explicit scrutiny by reflective reason, 
not in such a way as to usurp and displace the creative activity 
of the artist or the critical discernment of the connoisseur, but to 
accomplish two further tasks: the philosophical one of clarifying 
the norms of valuation and the ethical one of judging one’s own 
preferences in the light of these rational norms. 

(g )Rational Judgment. Mental activity first begins to look 
within and above itself in making conscious, reflective judgments 
about finite things. Augustine does not think that corporeal things 
are “known,” in the proper sense of the word, by the senses; in 
De quan. an., 26, 49-51, he sets up the sequence sensas-ratiocinatio- 
scientia. This does not mean that either corporeal things or the 
senses “deceive”; sense is often the occasion of error, but the 
error occurs only because the mind has interpreted and judged 
sense incorrectly (De ver. rel., 33, 61—34, 63; 36, 67). The possi¬ 
bility of mistaken judgment arises from the lack of perfect 
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adjustment between the two components of rational knowledge: 
the physical world is dispersed by space and time, and whatever 
order and unity it has are eked out in the midst of a rich variety 
of occurrences, constantly changing; the mind seeks intelligible 
unities and is tempted to make premature and oversimplified 
judgments about the physical universe. Augustine’s stock example 
(and it is a good one) was inherited from the Academics: an oar 
dipped in water appears to be bent. He knows that this phenome¬ 
non is to be explained in terms of physical occurrences: air and 
water are of different densities and somehow affect light differently 
(De ver. re/., 33, 62). The bending of light rays and the subsequent 
reception of them by the eye simply are what they are, a train of 
occurrences in physical reality. Difficulties arise only when a 
psychic element enters the picture. The intentionality of sensation 
attempts to transcend this complex and sometimes distorted flow 
of physical occurrences by projecting an external continuum of 
space or extruding an internal continuum of time, within which 
to construe sense impressions in a pattern which will interpret the 
broader environment to the organism. In general it works well; 
but in cases like this one, in which the propagation of light has 
been affected by some complex interactions, sensory intentionality 
is misleading. 

The.aim of judgment is truth —a correspondence or adequation 
of thought and language to reality, “saying what is the case”— 
and the corresponding problem is that of error. Something like 
truth is already present in a minimal way in immediate feeling, 
for there is a certain mirroring of the physical by the psychic; but 
there is no problem of error because interpretation is not re¬ 
quired. One simply feels chilly or happy or sick ( C. Acad., Ill, n, 
26). But when external sensation arises, the contents of awareness 
present themselves as the manifestation or appearance (apparere, 
videri ) of something beyond the percipient. The experience can 
still be described solely in terms of feeling, that is, in terms of 
subjective states alone: “I seem to see something white ( ibid .). If 
that were all there is to it, the matter could be left there; truth 
would be easy to come by. But Augustine does not think that we 
mean to speak merely of our subjective states. External sensation, 
unlike immediate feeling, is concerned with the environment and 
not with states of the organism and psychic reactions to them. It 
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su g£ ests to us that there is not mere ‘‘seeming/ 5 but something that 
appears . And the very fact that self-critical reason is able to see 
that appearances may lead to mistaken judgment presupposes a 
concern for the reality that appears (C. Acad ., Ill, n, 24). 

It is to be noted that Augustine’s chief question is not whether 
there is a reality that appears, but what reality it is that appears, its 
actual character and its similarity to or difference from the ap¬ 
pearances. When he uses the term “judgment/ 5 then, he is using 
it primarily with reference to essence, not existence, and modern 
Thomists, who have perhaps an exaggerated interest in the latter, 
should not misunderstand him. When we judge that a visual con¬ 
figuration is a tree, and that it is a real tree (SoliL, II, 15, 28), or 
that a pattern of sounds is iambic tetrameter ( De mus ., VI, 7, 19), 
or that several figures of different size and texture are all squares 
(De ver. rel ., 30, 56), or that a square is a better balanced figure 
than a lozenge (De quan . an. y 9, i4ff), or that the stage show which 
so pleasingly depicts Venus and Cupid is nonetheless immoral 
(De ord ., II, 11, 34), we are judging on the basis of norms: a defini¬ 
tion of tree, a criterion of reality, a standard of equality or 
proportion, a norm of right and wrong. The role of these rational 
norms is precisely delimited. They are not the sole source of 
knowledge, though to know them is to know something important; 
sensory experience is also needed for knowledge of the realm of 
contingency. But rational norms are the criteria by which such 
knowledge is attained; they are not alien to the realm of contin¬ 
gency, but they are, on the contrary, most pertinent to it, for they 
make it understood clearly for the first time and (in the case of 
scientific explanation and prediction) enable inferences to be made 
from one event to another. 

- There is nothing mysterious about the rational disciplines ,as 
such. They consist in human conce ption s, definitions, and classi¬ 
fications, derived from reflection on the data of culture and 
natural history. In order to understand them one need have no 
commerce (at least in any obvious way) with an intelligible realm 
hidden in God. Platonism as Augustine encountered it was very 
far from the naive visualization it is often thought to be. Probably 
from Antiochus and Varro he learned that the norms of judgment 
do not have size and are not picturable in any other way. The 
criteria by which triangularity, or a proportion of two to one, or a 
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dactylic rhythm, or a logical entailment are judged cannot be 
visualized, though they can be verbalized more or less adequately, 
usually according to a law prescribing certain mental operations. 
From the Pythagorean Nicomachus of Gerasa he learned that even 
numbers, which seem to be ostensive, are generated from unity 
according to laws of multiplication, series, and the like (De ord., 
II, 15, 43; De lib. arb., II, 8, 22-24; De mus., VI, 17, 56). 

Nevertheless Augustine also pressed the question of the prove¬ 
nance of these norms of judgment and the metaphysical grounding 
of rational activity. His answer, worked out only gradually, was 
given first in terms of a kind of innatism or subjective idealism 
according to which the soul itself is the ground of intelligibles 
(Solil., II, 18, 32—19, 33; De imm. an., 1, 1—6, n); then in terms 
of the old Platonist and Ciceronian (cf. Tusc., I, 5 8) theory that all 
learning is somehow recollection ( De qttan. an., 20, 34); and finally 
in terms of illumination of the mind by a light constantly present 
to it (De lib. arb., II; De mag., 11, 38ff.). 8 

Just what Augustine meant by illuminati on-has been a matter of 
controversy since the Middle Ages. Four basic options can easily 
be differentiated: (1) the “Avicennan,” first put forward by 
Gundissalinus and William of Auvergne and other early disciples 
of Avicenna in the West, which sees the divine Word functioning 
as the dator formarum, the separate agent intellect which supplies 
intelligible species to the mind on the occasion of sensation—an 
interpretation which can cite numerous passages in which 
Augustine speaks of an illumination or imprintation of the 
mind 9 ; (2) the “ontologist,” according to which all intelligibles 
are known “in God” through an immediate vision of God him¬ 
self—an interpretation which can cite those passages in which 
understanding is called a seeing and the object of this vision is 
said to be the rationes within God’s mind 10 ; (3) the Thomist, 
for which illumination is nothing else than the creation of the 


8 For the development of Augustine’s views, see especially Johannes 
Hessen Augustins Metapbysik der Erkenntnis, 2. Aufl. (Leiden, i960) and 
Franz Korncr, “Die Entwicklung Augustins von der Anamnesis- zur 
1 lluminationslehrc im Lichte seines Inncrlichkcitsprinzips, Ibeo/ogtscbe 

Quartalscbrift, CXXXIV ( 1954 ). PP- 597 _ 447- . , 

9 This is the interpretation of Portalie in his article on Augustine in the 

DTC, I, 2, cols. 2334-37. ™ .. j j 

10 This is the interpretation of the early Hessen in Die Begrundung der 

Erkenntnis nach dem hi. Augustinus (Munster, 1916). 
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human mind with its ability to confer intelligibility upon the con¬ 
tents of sensation—an interpretation which can cite those passages 
in which Augustine, on the basis of Romans i, 20, says that the 
invisible things of God are glimpsed through visible things 11 ; 
and (4) the only one which seems fully defensible to me, the 
“Bonaventuran,” which attempts to think through the problem 
as Augustine saw it and recognizes that he was concerned not 
primarily with “ideogenesis” (the origin of ideas in the mind, 
whether by implantation or by vision or by the activity of man’s 
own agent intellect) but with the validity of our judgments and 
the regulating authority under which our minds act. 12 

When we examine carefully all the things Augustine says about 
under standing, we find that there are .t hree “moments” to the 
process. The first is the being of the mind itself , and Augustine 
calls it lux creata (C. Faust. , XX, 7) because it is aware of its own 
rationality and freedom. The mind has reached the limits of the 
finite; it must either look above itself or become its own master. 
Considered by itself, it has the capacity for either, and it can 
succeed to a certain extent in closing itself off and living auto¬ 
nomously. But this is a blind venture, for the mind is by its nature 
brought into relation with the realm of intelligibles common to 
all; repeatedly Augustine’s formula is that the mind is naturally 
“connected” to them and “subjected” to their authority (De lib. 
arb., Ill, 5, 13; De Trin ., XII, 15, 24; Retr ., I, 8, 2). T he sec ond 
moment, then, is illumination itself^ described with a variety of 
terms but always in such a way as to suggest the immediacy of 
understanding: itis insight into what is conveyed through words, 
knowledge by a kind of immediate acquaintance (nosse, notio ), 
best described with the metaphor of vision; and that which is seen 
or understood is somehow present within or above the mind, 
touching it ( tangens ), speaking to it (narrans), accosting it ( obiectans ), 
illuminating it ( illustrans ), putting its imprint on it ( imprimens , 
Sicilians ). But this immediate acquaintance is not all there is to 

11 This is the interpretation of Charles Boyer in L'Idee de verite dans la 
pbilosopbie de saint Augustin (Paris, ^920; ^940), and Fulbcrt Cayre in La 
contemplation augustinienne (Paris, 1927; 1954). 

12 This is the interpretation of Etienne Gilson in The Christian Philosophy 
of St. Augustine (New York, i960); Regis Jolivet, Dieu soleil des esprit s, on la 
doctrine augustinienne de Tillumination (Paris, 1934); and Frederick Copleston, 
A History of Philosophy, II (Westminster, Md., 1950), pp. 59-67. 
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understanding. It gives rise to an .activity of thinking ( cogitatio ) 
within the mind, and the outcome is conceptualization, the shap¬ 
ing of explicit formulations which, at their best, come to have the 
accuracy and detail of the rational disciplines; these conceptualiza¬ 
tions can then be held in consciousness and memory in a way that 
immediate insight cannot (see especially De Trin., XII, 14, 23). 
Thus there is a difference between understanding and conceptual¬ 
izing, between “knowing” and “thinking/’ between “seeing” 
and “saying” (De Trin., XV, 10, 19), and only the former belongs 
to the still rather mysterious moment called illumination. 

What makes Augustine’s theory of knowledge different from 
Thomism, with its identification of illumination with the creation 
of the light of the agent intellect, is not that it views illumination 
as the imprinting of specific ideas and rules, but that the mind is 
seen as constantly responsible before a supreme authority over all 
its thoughts and judgments and as somehow aware of the presence 
of this authority as the ground of their validity. T-he final,authority 
which governs the mind is neither the flux of phenomena (positi¬ 
vism, phenomenalism) nor the historical process (dialectical 
materialism, pragmatism) nor the mind itself (existentialism, con¬ 
structivism) nor the principles of reason (idealism)—though any 
or all of these may play a supporting role—but God himself. This 
need not mean that all knowledge is based immediately upon 
God. Augustine, even while he acknowledges that the philo¬ 
sophers have been able to show that all temporal occurrences 
result from eternal ideas and have been able to gain a knowledge 
of, say, the genera and species of animals that approximates to the 
content of those ideas, denies that they have gained such know¬ 
ledge from any direct inspection of the divine ideas; it has come 
from nothing more exalted than a careful description and classifi¬ 
cation of empirical facts (De Trin., IV, 16, 21). It is clear even 
from the earliest writings in which illumination is asserted that it 
is found on a sliding scale, and Augustine, obviously aware of the 
difficulties that this admission involves, compares illumination to 
the radiation from a fire: a fire’s light can be seen at some distance, 
but its heat can be felt only near by; similarly the understanding 
of number is widespread among men but those who are ready to 
draw near to the divine Wisdom are rare (De lib. arb., II, 11, 32). 
And on the way between the one and the other, men may have 

4* 
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some awareness of what wisdom and happiness are before attain¬ 
ing them (ibid., II, 9, 26 and 15, 40), and they may understand 
something of the “rules and guiding lights of the virtues” with¬ 
out being virtuous (ibid., II, 10, 28-29). Illumination at its 
minimal and most surreptitious level, then, may be experienced as 
nothing more than a sense of responsibility before higher norms, 
or a sense of certitude about the validity of one’s knowledge and 
judgments, or even a hesitant questioning after their validity (we 
may recall Tillich, to whom the question about an ultimate ground 
of meaning itself testifies to an awareness of that ground, 13 and 
Augustine at least once [De ver. rel., 39, 73] anticipated Tillich’s 
insight). 

What makes this theory of knowledge unmistakably ^Augu^- 
tinian rather than Thomist is that some intuition of God (perhaps 
only a “ contuition,” as Bonaventura put it, in and with the 
activity of thinking about and evaluating finite things) is seen as 
an irreducible element in inquiry and judgment and certitude. 
And this awareness of God does not enter merely as a question 
about the cause of being or certitude or value, after they have been 
affirmed on other grounds; they can be affirmed only on the basis of 
this apprehension of God, dim and unexamined though it may be. 
Where Thomas says that God is JmownTmplicitly inwallJknow- 
ledge oflimte ^hings and loved implicitly in all willing of finite 
values, Augustine would say that they are known and willed in 
God. TheTieo-Thomism of Marechal and Rahner and Lonergan, 
which makes similar affirmations, is in this crucial respect far 
more Augustinian or Bonaventuran than it is Thomist; if it has 
any basis in Aquinas himself, it is not in those passages in which 
Aquinas set himself in opposition to his contemporaries but in 
those in which he employed their language and was perhaps 
influenced more than he thought by their assumptions. I suspect 
that Karl Rahner, as he has gone on to develop a theory of grace 
as the immediate illumination of human existence and then an 
entire metaphysic based on this new insight, has become Augus¬ 
tinian rather than Thomist. It is a rather astounding testimony to 
the modern relevance of Augustine, then, that his insights are 

13 See especially his programmatic essay, “The Two Types of Philosophy 
of Religion,” Union Seminary Quarterly Review, I (1946), 3-13, reprinted in 
Theology of Culture (New York, 1959), pp. 10-29. 
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called into service by many of those philosophers who have felt 
most deeply the force of the critique of knowledge and many of 
those theologians who have reflected most thoroughly upon the 
character of human existence. 

(h) Virtue. The discovery of the intelligible world of the 
rational disciplines and of ethical reflection bears fruit, Augustine 
thinks, only as man discovers that his own value is superior to 
that of the whole corporeal world, turns within, and seeks himself. 
He has a certain obligation to himself: he must “give himself 
back to himself” (De quan. an., 28, 55) by forsaking other things 
and resting within himself. This is not a self-centered enterprise, 
an end in itself; it is mentioned only as a stage on the way toward 
God. It is nonetheless an indispensable stage, for the soul’s like¬ 
ness to God must be restored and safeguarded as the only instru¬ 
ment by which God can be apprehended. Augustine’s stress on 
tranquility and cessation of activity (De quan. an., 28, 55 and 35, 
79; De mus., VI, 5, 14; De ver. rel., 35, 65) is reminiscent of the 
exhortation of Plotinus (Enn. V, 1, 2) that the soul, freed from 
errors and seductions, be silent so that it might then look beyond 
itself; and the beautification of the soul through virtue, which 
leads up to this goal (De quan. an., 35, 79), corresponds to Plotinus’ 
image of the forming of a statue by chipping away the excess, 
straightening what is crooked, and bringing light where there has 
been shadow (Enn. I, 6, 9). 

This ideal human state is not disembodied, nor is it a state of 
pure inwardness, blocking out the body and its needs. Augustine’s 
language sometimes sounds almost like that of a Christian Scien¬ 
tist, or rather (since he has a more robust sense of the reality of the 
body) like that of a Yogi or a practitioner of psychosomatic 
medicine. The more man’s psychic life is freed from its concern to 
satiate the desires of the body and its anxiety over the stormy 
affairs of the world, the more relaxed it becomes, and it transmits 
a healthier life to the body it rules, presumably by letting all the 
bodily functions and sensory activities go along naturally, with 
their proper equilibrium and without interference from the mis¬ 
directed concerns and anxieties of the spirit (De mus., VI, 5, 13). 
The goal for this kind of neo-Platonism is not pure spirituality 
but a multi-dimensional psychic life, letting each aspect go its 
own way but drawing all together under the guidance of over- 
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arching rational purposes. It is not so much an abandoning of the 
changeable world as a shifting of the point of view, so that the 
mind gains a balanced perspective and is no longer submerged 
within that which is localized and always changing. 

It is true that such insouciance is difficult to achieve in the face 
of death, danger, and disease; and Augustine assumes that these 
hazards belong to man’s present condition, for the soul, which 
was created perfect and with an incorruptible body, sinned 
through its own free choice and has fallen into the miseries of 
hardship and mortality as an appropriate penalty (De lib. arb ., II, 
ii, 23—12, 24; De mus., VI, 11, 33; De ver. rel., 20, 38). Such 
views, commonplace in Platonist circles, were reinforced and 
given a certain ecclesiastical authority by some writings of Origen 
which Augustine probably acquired while in Rome. In his inter¬ 
pretation of the “tunics of skin” made for Adam and Eve on 
their expulsion from Paradise, Augustine takes up the suggestion 
of Origen (found in his sixth homily on Leviticus, translated by 
Rufinus) that the expression symbolizes the transmutation of the 
human body from an incorruptible to a mortal state: because pelts 
are taken from dead animals, they are an appropriate figure for 
the mortality and frailty of the body ( De Gen. c . Man., II, 21, 3 2). 14 
The resurrection of the body is understood, consequently, as a 
restitution of its original integrity ( De ver. rel. , 15, 29; 16, 32; 23, 
44; 41, 77; 53, 103), and this means that it is changed from 
“flesh and blood” into an ethereal body and transported from 
earth to the heavens (De fid. et sjmb., 10, 24). Quite naturally 
Augustine assumed that men before the fall would have no need 
of sensible media to receive communications from God (De Gen. 
c. Man., II, 4, 5; De mus., VI, 4, 7); but this does not mean that 
they would have no use for sensation at all, for it is the normal 
means of commerce between finite beings. Imagination, fantasy, 
is, however, the result of mortality (De mus., VI, 11, 33). Augus¬ 
tine also assumes, as he will for many years to come, that sexuality 
is the result of the fall into mortality, as are all the relationships of 
domination and submission and all the bonds of special affection 

14 Jean Pepin, “Saint Augustin et le symbolisme nco-platonicienne de la 
veture,” AM, I, 293-306; Berthold Altancr, “Augustinus und Origencs. 
Eine quellcnkritische Untersuchung,” Historiscbes Jabrbucb , LXX (1951), pp. 
26-28 {KpS, pp. 236-238). 
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in the family and society (De mus ., VI, 13, 41; De ver. rel. , 46, 88). 
But these beliefs should not be exaggerated or misinterpreted; 
they are not the projections of neurotic emotion but the con¬ 
clusions reached by a particular line of philosophical reasoning, 
and they represent not a total distrust of the body but a carefully 
focused speculation on the range of its possible states, based on 
the sometimes hasty judgments of ancient science. 

Augustine acknowledges, then, that the man of virtue must 
contend permanently, while he is living on earth, with the hazards 
Of^mortalltyrhe also thinks that “carnal custom,” the soul’s 
familiarity with the desires of the flesh, is more easily acquired 
than overcome (De mus ., VI, 5, 14 and 11, 33). Thus there is 
already a certain Pauline sense of struggle and “eschatological 
tension.” But Augustine is confident that carnal custom, though 
it cannot be abolished, can be overcome by virtue. Since he gives 
more extended attention to the vices than to the virtues, and since 
in any case the way back toward virtue must retrace the way 
traveled toward vice, we may devote some attention at this point 
to Augustine’s analysis of the vices, j, 

He regularly classifies them according to a tripartite scheme: 
carnalj lesire, pride, and curiosity (De mor., I, 19, 36—21, 38; De 
Gen. c . Man,, I, 23, 40; II, 17, 26 — 18, 27 and 26, 40; De. mus., VI, 
13, 39-41; De ver. rel., 38, 69—55, 107). Their sequence is based 
upon the different levels of human activity at which man’s devel¬ 
opment is, so to speak, arrested. Concupiscence is an inordinate 
concern with bodily feelings, sometimes even a perverse stimula¬ 
tion of desire in order to have more intense and pleasurable 
feelings. Man slips into it by paying too much attention to the 
constant change of feeling that is evoked in the course of terres¬ 
trial life, and the outcome is that he prefers “care” to “freedom 
from care” (“ praeponens curam securitati ” [De mus., VI, 5, 14]). 
Pride as Augustine depicts it during this period is not the deeply 
subjective and “spiritual” sin that it is usually made in modern 
discussions of the vices; it is simply the pomp and vain glory of 
the world, gloria popularis (De mor., I, 21, 38). What makes it a 
“perverse imitation of God,” then, is not simply the element of 
independence but the far more definite desire to rule over all 
things (De ver. rel., 45, 84). It arises from the wish to appear 
outwardly to be what one is not (De Gen. c. Man., II, 5, 6), or, even 
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more subtly, from a “love of action” (De mts., VI, 13, 40), for 
there may come to be a fascination with the struggle itself, apart 
from any concrete results. The third vice of curiosity is an exces¬ 
sive concern with gaining knowledge of the natural world (especi¬ 
ally through astrology) or of the heritage of human culture, but 
without self-criticism or a genuine desire for understanding, and 
once more the consequence is that the mind comes to be domi¬ 
nated by sense and imagination (De Gen. c. Man., II, 26, 40). 

/ r These three vices are linked from the first (cf. De /nor., I, 21, 39) 
with a biblical passage, I John 2, 16, which speaks of “the lust of 
theU'esh, the lust of the eyes, and the ambition of this world”; but 
the order followed at first is not the biblical, but one correspond¬ 
ing to the Platonist division of the soul into the appetitive, the 
irascible, and the rational functions. This suggests, then, that 
Augustine may have derived them from some philosopher, and 
Porphyry is the usual nominee. 15 What makes me hesitate to 
ascribe this list of vices to any neo-Platonist, however, is that it is 
quite out of keeping with the more subjective focus of the later 
school; the description of the vices and even the language used 
(especially in the first discussion in De n/oribus) would seem to be 
more in keeping with an older Platonist like Varro, living in the 
golden age of the Republic. 16 They have no integral relationship 
with the neo-Platonist conception of the origin of sin; Augustine 
must gradually work that out for himself. In the process he has 
great difficulty deciding which of them is the chief vice that gives 
rise to sin, and he ascribes priority to first one and then another. 
Finally he recognizes that all three vices, as he had described them, 
only explain the sins that occur in man’s commerce with the sen¬ 
sory realm (De ver. rel., 38, 69). In order to account for the dy¬ 
namics of sin and return he begins tcT utilize d new theme^ and 
this time it is genuinely neo-Platonist (cf. Enn. VI, 5,12; Sent., 41 
[Mommert 40]): one shouttnoTsay^to himself, “I am this and not 

15 Theilcr, Porphyrias und Augustin , pp. 37H*.; du Roy, UIntelligence de la foi 
en la Trinite , p. 344, n. 3. For the most recent discussion of the problem and 
its literature, see du Roy, pp. 343-352. 

16 For parallels in the political literature of the Republic and early Empire, 
as well as later times, see Endrc von Ivanka, “Romische Ideologic in der 
‘Civitas Dei/” AM, III, 414-415. Ivanka goes on to indicate how such 
themes could have come through Porphyry, but he acknowledges that the 
evidence is not compelling. 
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that,” for the grasping of a part leads to alienation from the 
whole and dispersal in the realm of the material ; in order to return 
to God one should remove this sense of differentiation and be¬ 
c ome re j oined~withTthe wh ol T(De~ver77el7,7 ^~ii2)7 It Is not 
surprising, then, that Augustine comes to change his interpreta¬ 
tion of the vices and their sequence, partly, perhaps, through the 
influence of a text like Ecclesiasticus io, 14-15, which calls pride 
the beginning of sin (first quoted in De mas., VI, 13, 40), but 
partly through the logic of this neo-Platonist phenomenology of 
part and whole. Whatever the cause, at some time between 390 
and 395 he came to consider pride a turning to one’s own good, 
curio sity a t urning to e xternal goo ds, and concupiscence a turning 
to inf erior g oodsJDelib. arb ., II, 19, 53). It was only then that the 
typically “ Augustinian” doctrine of the vices and their develop¬ 
ment began to take shape. 17 

Like the movement away from God, the movement back to¬ 
ward God is a change not of place but of affection (De mor I, 11, 
19 1 De mis., VI, 13, 40). On the basis of Christian teaching, neo- 
Platonist psychology, and his own reflections Augustine quickly 
integrated a doctrine of virtue as rightly directed love. In part this 
is a matter of having the right ultimate aims, for happiness can 
be found only in the possession of something which truly makes 
man happy and which cannot perish or be taken away; the love 
of God is therefore the only reasonable and feasible kind of love, 
the only one that can gain what it seeks (De lib. arb., II, 13, 37; De 
mis., VI, 14, 44). But virtue also has its heroic aspects, and it is 
specifically in connection with the warfare in man’s affective life 
between earthly cares and adherence to God that Augustine dis¬ 
cusses the classical virtues of temp erance, fortitude, justice, and 
prudence (De mor., I, 15, 25; De lib. Trb., I, 13, 27; De m/s., VI, 15, 
5°- —5 1 1 De ver. rel ., 15, 29 ; De div. quaest., q. 30) ; their function 
is to sustain the proper balance among the affections and to resist 
the temptations of the flesh in favor of the higher loyalty to God. 
This understanding of the virtues is doubtless based-uponTlatinus 
(Enn. I, 2, 4; I, 6, 6) or Porphyry (Sent.. 34 [Mommert, 32]), who 

17 Du Roy, p. 348; for the dating of the passage, p. 237. See also the tables 
of passages in which Augustine named all three vices (pp. 350-352), from 
which it would appear that the transition to this new scheme was a slow one, 
confirmed only about 398 or 399, and that the older scheme always retained 
a certain force in Augustine’s thinking. 
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set the virtues in the con text of man’s task of purific ation. But 
when Au gusti ne makes alTfour virtues modalities of love, he is 
being influenced by Origen’s interpretation of the Song of Songs, 
as contained in either the homilies translated by Jerome or the 
commentary translated by Rufinus 18 ; there vlttue-is defi ned as 
well-ordered love on the basis of Canticles, 2, 4 (“ordinate in we 
7 afi 7 atew^)^nd since that definition appears in a writing begun in 
Rome (De nior ., I, 25, 46), it would seem that Origen helped to 
stabilize Augustine’s thought along these lines quite earlyTTHis 
view of virt ue aiTwell-or d erecL love converged with Augustine’s 
own earlier reflections, suggested perhaps by Varro, on the 
“structured” character of all willing, for everything is “referred” 
to one or another ultimate value 19 ; and Augustine’s doctrine of 
virtue, though it stretched the classical doctrine in a new direction, 
was still very much in continuity with it. Like the Stoics, who 
said that virtue is the only thing that lies fully within our own 
power and cannot be lost against our will (to €<£’ 77/ffV), 20 
Augustine asserts that nothing is more within the power of the 
will than the will itself, so that whoever wishes to love rightly and 
honourably can achieve it simply by willing it; the velle is already 
the habere (De lib . arb. y I, 12, 26 and 13, 29). Virtue, though it con¬ 
sists in a directing of the will toward God and a patterning of all 
other loves around this one, is an act that is rooted in man him¬ 
self. Unlike beatitude, in which the center of gravity shifts radic¬ 
ally to God in contemplation and enjoyment, virtue is the 
fulfillment of man’s own being. 

From the confluence-ofla variety, of traditions Augustine was 
able t o mold a doct rine^of virtue that is perhaps more intensely 
voluntaristic and more intensely relational than most, for he saw 
the problem as one of affection, valuation, personal attitude. It is 
at the same time more intellectuals tic and more objective than 
most, for Augustine understood that attitudes and loves and a 
grading of values are evoked by the things one experiences and 
cannot issue forth without some conviction about real states of 
affairs. His doctrine locates virtue, then, at the center of man’s 
consciousness and freedom. Man can act both irrationally and per- 

18 Altancr, “Augustinus und Origincs,” p. 29 (KpS } p. 239). 

19 See pp. 66-67. 

20 Cf. Du Roy, p. 240, n. 11. 
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versely, to be sure. But the restoration of his mind to its proper 
functioning in virtue is a restoration of both intelligence and 
freedom. Where he had cut himself off from the perspective of the 
whole in order to pursue his own narrow interests, he now returns 
to it and discovers that the understanding of the divine plan is 
true rationality and the service of God is perfect freedom. Only 
then is he ready to look toward God himself. 

(i) Contem plation . In the Confessions (IX, io, 23-25) Augustine 
claims to have attained to the vision of God, seemingly for the 
“first time, while Monica was still alive, thus in 387. As he and his 
mother leaned from a window in Ostia, conversing about eternal 
life, they ascended in thought by silencing created things one by 
one, moving from the physical world to their own souls and then 
beyond them, impelled by love and desire for God. In contrast to 
Augustine’s experience in reading the libri platonici , when he 
merely became aware that there was something to see but was 
unable to see it and hesitated even to look toward it, both of them 
were now longing for eternal Wisdom, and Augustine claims 
that they reached out toward it with a total leap of the attention 
and briefly touched it (“ attingimus .. Joto ictu cordis” ; cf. the <c ictu 
trepedantis aspectus” of Conf '., VII, 17, 23). Then their conscious¬ 
ness again lapsed to the realm of everyday experience. 

The vision at Ostia leaves no traces in the writings of the time. 
Though there are expositions of the way of ascent ( De qttan. an ., 33, 
70—35, 79) and attempts at anagogy (De lib . arb ., II, 3, 7—15, 43), 
the writings from those years are not confessional or mystical; 
they are concerned with the investigation of philosophical prob¬ 
lems. But one of those problems is the nature of contemplation 
and the conditions of its possibility. 

The exact character of Augustine’s “mysticism” has been a 
matter of some controversy. We must agree, I think, with those 
who assert that Augustine really meant to claim an immediate 
vision of God, of the sort that Plotinus (e.g., in Enn. I, 6, 7) 
would have prepared him to expect. 21 But we must also agree with 
those who deny that it was “mysticism” in the sense which that 

21 Cuthbcrt Butler, Western Mysticism (London, 1922), pp. 87-88; Joseph 
Marechal, “La vision dc Dieu au sommet de la contemplation,” Nouvelle 
revue tbeologique , LVII (1930), pp. 191-214; Paul Henry, La vision d'Os tie 
(Paris, 1938), pp. 88-103. 







AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 


114 

term has had since the Middle Ages. 22 The reason is that Augustine 
did not think it a bnormal or the result of any exceptional gifts, as 
in later mystical theology, but sa w it asjt he proper exercise of 
man’s natural capacities; what makes it exceptional, so that great 
effort Is required, is the mind’s distraction by the cares of earthly 
life and the bondage of the affections to finite things. When these 
obstacles are overcome the mind becomes aware of God, or of 
the Wisdom which is the divine principle of self-disclosure, God 
speaking per se ipsum (Conf., IX, 10, 25; Ep. 147, 19, 47; De Gen. 
ad lift ., XII, 27, 55), and what differentiates the experience from 
beatitude in the proper sense of the word is that the contemplation 
is only momentary: if this brief mo?nentnm intelligentiae in which the 
whole attention of the mind is directed toward God were to be 
protracted, it would be the entry into the joy of the Master {Conf., 
IX, 10, 25). 

Augustine’s view, then, is that God is always present to the 
mind and that the mind is always capable, at least in principle, of 
apprehending him with immediacy, “nulla natiira interposita ” 
(SoliL, I, 13, 22; De mis., VI, 1, 1; De Gen. op. imp., 16, 60; De div. 
quaest., q. 51, 2; De util, cred ., 33; De Gen. ad litt.. Ill, 19-20; De 
Trin., XI, 5, 8)—and here Augustine is applying to man himself 
Eiotinus’ s tatem ent that between Psyche and Nous, or between 
Nous ancTthe One, there is nothing intervening to block the 
knowledge of the higher by the lower ( [ovSev [Enn. V, 

1, 3 and 6]). This immediate apprehension of God is the only 
proper fulfillment of human life, and God himself is called the 
true “life” of the soul (Solil., I, 3; De lib. arb., II, 16, 41; De ver. 
rel., 12, 25 and 49, 97). Why this end alone? Because the very 
nature of mind is to be open toward all reality and truth and value; 
it can recognize the difference between the complete and the in¬ 
complete, the permanent and the changing, and finally it is satis¬ 
fied only in seeking and adhering to God in love and possessing 
him through knowledge. It is in the contemplation of God that 
man lays hold upon that which can truly be enjoyed, intelligently 
and gladly, and thus he reaches the happiness he has naturally 
been seeking for himself. But that is not all. I n the co ntemplation 
of God, or specifically of the divine Wisdom, the object which is 

22 Ephrem Hcndrikx, Augustins Verbaltnis %ur Mystik (Wurzburg, 1936), 
pp. 17-35* 
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possessed and enjoyed through knowledge in turn influences and 
forms the mind, so that the mind itself becomes wise “through 
participation.” The participation in divine perfection, it will be 
notedpoccurs through knowledge at this level of finite life; it is 
man’s own act of knowledge, or rather that which he apprehends 
immediately in the act, that transforms his being. 

Becau se of the incompleteness of man’s happiness apart from 
the contemplation of God, and especially because of the incom¬ 
pleteness of his wisdom and other such qualities apart from 
participation in God through knowledge, Augustine thinks of 
this immediate vision of God as the intended goal of man’s 
creation and even as the state in which man was at least pro¬ 
visionally created. Quite naturally he takes up the Alexandrian 
interpretation of the image of God: when it is said (Genesis i, 26) 
that man was created “according to” (/cara) or “to” (ad) God’s 
image and likeness, this is taken to suggest that it is not man him¬ 
self who is the image of God but that man is created in a certain 
relationship to the true and undistorted Image, the divine Word. 23 
Augustine assumes in the writings of this period that the Word is 
the only proper Image and Likeness of God—Likeness because he 
is in no way unlike the Father, Image because he is derived 
directly from or expressed by the Father ( De ver. rel ., 43, 81; De 
Gen. op. imp., 16, 57; De div. quaest ., q. 74). It cannot be said that 
man is the image and likeness of God, therefore; and yet he is set 
above other created things, for they have been made with only a 
certain degree of order within their own being, while man is able 
to look beyond himself and grasp the Likeness himself through 
knowledge, with perfect immediacy 24 : 

23 See A. Gaudcl, “La theologic du Aoyog chez saint Athanase,” Revue des 
sciences religieuses, XI (1931), 1-26; Jules Gross, La divinisation du chretien 
d'apres lesperes grecs. Contribution bistorique a la doctrine de la grace (Paris, 1938); 
Regis Bernard, L y Image de Dieu d’apres Saint Athanase ( Tbeologie , XXV; Paris, 
1952); Th. Camclot, “La theologic de Pimagc de Dieu,” Revue des sciences 
pbilosopbiques et tbeologiques , XL (1956), 443-471; Walter J. Burghardt, The 
Image of God in Man according to Cyril of Alexandria (Washington, 1957). 

24 For the development of Augustine’s views on the imago Dei , sec Michael 
Schmaus, Die psychologiscbe Triniiatslehre des hi. Augustinus (Mtinsterische 
Beitrage zur Theologic, XI, Munster, 1927), pp. 291-297; J. Hcijke, “The 
Image of God according to Saint Augustine (De Trinitate excepted),” Folia , 
X (1956), 3-11; John Edward Sullivan, The bnage of God: The Doctrine of Saint 
Augustine and Its Influence (Dubuque, 1963), chapters 1 and 2; Alfred Schindler, 
Wort und Analogic in Augustins Triniiatslehre (Tubingen, 1965), pp. 61-74. 
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Because man is able to participate in Wisdom through the inward man, 
it is according to the latter that he is said to be created ad Imagine??!, in 
order that he might be fully formed by this Image with nothing inter¬ 
vening and in such a fashion that nothing could be closer to God. Thus 
he would truly know, and live, and be. No created thing could be 
greater (De div. quaest ., q. 51, 2). 

In this pilgrimage the Word or Wisdom of God is the principle 
of intelligibility, both instructing man along the way and illumi¬ 
nating him at the goal. The Spirit is the Gift by which the soul is 
given integrity (De ver. rel 12, 25; 55, 112-113), the source of the 
caritas by which man is brought to God by seeking him with all 
his powers (De mor., I, 13, 23; 16, 29; 17, 31). Man is thus brought 
to participate in the inward life of God himself through know¬ 
ledge and love. The Trinitarian problem has been raised in its full 
intensity,' then. And Augustine, almost as soon as he takes note 
of it, comes to see that the Trinity enters directly into the finite 
world, not only at the highest point of human aspiration but at 
every level of finite reality. 


2. Manifestations of the Trinity 

It is during Augustine’s years in Thagaste that he seems to have 
worked out his own quite ori ginal understanding of the Trinity, 
or, more precisely, of the manifestations^ of ~the Trinity^wlthin 
finite being. He had a fragmentary notion at best of the inner life 
of the Trinity, derived from the likewise fragmentary suggestions 
of earlier writers like Hilary and Ambrose; he speaks of the Word 
as the Image expressed by the Father or, since he is equal to the 
Father, the Likeness of the Father (De ver. rel., 43, 81); he knows 
that there must be one divine substance, and consequently that 
one person cannot “receive” or “participate” anything proper to 
another person (De div. quaest ., q. 23). But beyond this there is no 
doctrine of the ‘‘immanent Trinity”; indeed, there will be no real 
progress for many more years, until about 413 he l earns th ejvay 
from the writings of Gre gory Nazianze n. 

The progress that is macfe (and it is largely the outcome of his 
own insight and power of synthesis) is in the working out of a 
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“Trinitarian ontology” 25 based on the triadic structure of being. 
Augustine did not operate entirely without suggestions and en¬ 
couragement from earlier thinkers, both philosophical and theo¬ 
logical. But he was the one who succeeded in working through 
these suggestions consistently and thoroughly. 

The first insight, and the one which sets the framework, is a 
participationist understanding of all finite reality: whatever a 
thing becomes and however it changes, it lives and moves and 
has its being “in God” (Acts 17, 28). This theme is given a 
Trinitarian interpretation by the passage in which Paul speaks of 
God as the one a quo , per quern , in quo all things have their being 
(Romans 11, 36), a passage used by Augustine for the first time in 
Rome (De quan . an., 34, 77; De /nor., I, 14, 24) and often there¬ 
after. 26 What is perhaps most striking about Augustine’s under¬ 
standing of finite being is the stress on its radical mutability, so 
that it needs divine support if it is to gain coherence and con¬ 
tinuity; God “holds together” ( continet , owex<u) all things. This 
notion, rooted in the cosmology of Plato’s Ti/naeus and expressly 
formulated by Aristotle and the Stoics, 27 could have reached 
Augustine through many channels: Cicero, Varro, Porphyry. It 
is employed in a Trinitarian context, using Romans 11, 36, in 
Ambrose’s first homily on the creation narrative ( Exa/neron , I, 5, 
i 9 ) 28 : 

From him is the origination of the substance of all things, that is, from 
his will and power (all things began by his will, for there is one God the 
Father, from whom are all things; indeed, because he willed and it was 
done, he can be said to have made them “from himself”); through him 
is their continuation ; and in him is their end. From him, then, comes 
matter ; through him the activity which binds together and consolidates all 

25 Du Roy in his work has exhibited the difference in Augustine’s thought 
between a Trinitarian “ontology” (of all finite being), “analogy” (within 
man’s inner life), and “anagogy” (contemplative movement toward God). 

26 See du Roy, Appendix V, pp. 479-485, for a tabulation of passages in 
which this text is cited. 

27 Theilcr, Vorbereitung des Neuplatonisrnus , p. 47. 

28 Du Roy finds evidence of Augustine’s use of this work while still in 
Rome (pp. 270, n. 1, and 275, n. 1); and Courccllc ( Recberches , pp. 98-103) 
thinks that Ambrose preached these sermons in 386, thus within Augustine’s 
hearing. A far-reaching investigation of this cosmological theme, taking 
Ambrose’s first sermon on the creation narrative as its point of departure, 
is to be found in Jean Pepin, Theologie cosmique et theologie chretienne (Paris, 
1964). 
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things; in him, because and as long as he wills, they abide and are held 
together by his power, so that their end is likewise in God’s will and 
their dissolution is according to his decision. 

What is crucial about finite being, according to this perspective, 
is not its aspect of form so much as its dynamic aspect of striving 
after the embodiment of form or the preservation of whatever 
form has been achieved. When Augustine uses the term “ ordo” it 
soon loses the Ciceronian and Plotinian meanings it had in the 
early dialogues and comes to be employed almost exclusively in a 
rather different sense, probably conveyed through Varro. It is 
used with reference to this dynamic and volitional aspects of 
things, and the basis in ordinary speech is the “ order of battle,” 
the “array” of an army drawn up with certain ends in view (this 
is a common meaning of taxis in Greek). Order in this sense con¬ 
sists, then, in the cc coordination” of component parts or the 
“right ordering” of one’s own attention and affection. The 
importance of ordo for the very constitution of finite being is 
stated most strikingly in an early passage ([De mor ., II, 4, 6): 

“Being” refers to a certain permanence, . . . and those things which 
[in becoming] tend toward being tend toward coordination [ordo ]; when 
they attain it they have attained being, so far as that can be attained at 
all by creatures. Coordination [ordo] gives some kind of harmony to 
that which it orders; and since being is nothing else than unity, some¬ 
thing is insofar as it has unity, and this unity is brought about by a 
harmonious and coordinated functioning [operatio]. It is in this way, 
then, that composite things have their being, insofar as they have being 
at all; for simple things, which are already one, have being through 
themselves, while things that are composite are able to imitate this 
unity through the harmony of their parts, and insofar as they attain this 
they have being. Therefore coordination [ordo] is what draws a being 
together, while disorder, perversion, corruption, is what brings about 
its non-being. 

Soon afterward Augustine discovered a passage in the book of 
Wisdom (11, 21) which said that God has ordered all things 
according to Inensura et numerus et pondus. From the first this triad 
is linked with divine Trinity (cf. De Gen . c. Man., I, 16, 26). The 
use of this passage in a Trinitarian context is nowhere to be found 
prior to Augustine; he seems to have come upon it by himself (du 
Roy thinks that he was giving careful study to the book of 
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Wisdom during these years), 29 and it doubtless answered to his 
previous reflections along this line. The text is used repeatedly 
in his subsequent writings, and he seems eventually to have 
arrived at a dual terminological scheme, using the more philo¬ 
sophical-sounding triad modus , species , ordo with reference to the 
phenomena within the created world, and the biblical triad 
mensura , Humerus, pondus with reference to the causes (both creature- 
ly and divine) manifested in them ( De nat . boni , 3; De Gen . ad lift ., 
IV, 3, 7 ). 

It is not always easy to see what phenomena are apportioned to 
each of the three aspects—or at least to the first, for it is clear that 
any element of movement, directionality, or desire belongs to the 
third, and that form and proportion of any sort, including the 
sequential processes of change and growth in the natural world 
and the correspondence of subject to object in sensation and 
understanding, belong to the second. What is left to the first, 
after these phenomena of dynamism and of form are discounted, 
is the hard to describe but nevertheless unmistakable phenomenon 
of localization, boundedness, thisness, and thus individuality and 
even centeredness, the “ipseity” of each occasion of activity or 
experience. The expression “measure” had the connotation of 
bounding or giving definiteness to something (finire) ; the Father 
is said to be the Measure (Modus) of divine Truth (De beata vita , 
IV, 34), 30 God is said to be boundless but bounded by himself 
(“ infinito in se sibifine ” [Con/., XIII, 11, 12]), and all things are said 
to be bounded or given a place by the hand of Truth that upholds 
them (1 Confi , VII, 15, 21). 31 Often Augustine associates the Father 
with the creation of matter, and in this imagery of “measuring” 
and “bounding” there may be something of what Aristotle meant 
when he called matter the principle of individuation, that which 
separates this from that, here from there, then from now. Every 
thing, every event, has its “allotted” measure of space and time, 
giving it a privileged sphere of its own which constitutes the 
substratum of any subsequent formation or deformation, rectitude 
or perversity. 

29 Du Roy, pp. 224-226, 273, 279. 

30 Du Roy (pp. 157-158) demonstrates that the source utilized in this pas¬ 
sage is Etiti. V, 5. 

31 A possible source is Etin. I, 8, 2, where God is called the measure and 
limit of all things. 
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It should be evident that Augustine had a far more “ modern” 
understanding of finite being than the ontology of substance and 

( accident which has been dominant in many circles. To him a being 
is constituted (or, in a sense, constitutes itself) in three stage s or 
dimensions: there is a certain allotment of space and time as a base 
of operations, there is a definiteness and structure which it has or 
develops according to natural sequence or toward which (in the 
case of spirit) it is to strive; and there is a coordinated or uncoordi¬ 
nated functioning of the being in its actual operation. This third 
aspectTwEicK it is difficult to trace yet which is often far more 
important than the mere morphology of an organism, is the 
crucial unifying factor. Augustine understands the “composite¬ 
ness” of finite beings not only statically but dynamically as well, 
for a thing is finally synthesized by its own functioning, and this 
may be crucial to its possessing certain characteristics or to its 
being anything at all. 32 

Toward 390 Augustine began to see the Trinity reflected in 
these three aspects which every finite thing, if it has being at all, 
will exhibit: 




ut sit ut hoc vel illud sit 


est quodammodo ab eo quod omnino nihil est , 
plurimum distat 
esse hoc esse 

quo constat quo discernitur 


esse species 

natura , ut sit suique similis in quantum 

quidquid est , potest esse conetur 
appetit unitatem 


ut in eo quod est , maneat quan¬ 
tum potest (Ep. 11, 3) 
suis partibus sibimet congruit 

sibi arnica esse 

quo congruit (De div. quaest ., 
q. 18) 

or do (De ver. rel. y 7, 13) 
ordinem proprium . . . tenet 
(De mus ., VI, 17, 56) 


He also points out that instruction in rhetoric teaches men to dis¬ 
cuss three kinds of questions: whether something is, what it is, and 
how it is and whether it is to be approved or disapproved (Ep. 11, 
4; De div. quaest. , q. 18; Conf. y X, 10, 17). 33 It is doubtful that the 
rhetorical formula was the sole basis of the insight, for it was long 

32 Sec also the comments on Augustine’s later understanding of substance 
and accident in chapter 5, section 2. 

33 Alfred Schindler, Wort tmd Analogic in Augustins Trinitatslehre (Tubingen, 
1965), pp. 56-60; du Roy, p. 386. 
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in coming and was probably suggested by biblical passages like 
Romans n, 36 and Wisdom 11, 21. But a formula like this, or, 
again, Varro’s division of philosophy into natural, logical, and 
ethical (C. Faust., XX, 7; De civ. Dei, XI, 24-28), was important 
because it furnished his Trinitarian doctrine a reference point in 
general philosophical knowledge and encouraged him in his 
belief that all finite actuality is a reflection of the Trinity. 

The three dimensions of finite being are then referred to the 
persons of the Trinity: 


Causa naturae Species per quam . . . for- 
mantur omnia 

ab uno Principio per aequalem illi ac similem 



Speciem 

Devs 

Forma infabricata 

Modus 

Forma 

Unum 

Similitudo 


Manentia quaedam in qua sunt 
omnia (Ep. 11,3) 
divitiis Bonitatis eius , qua . . . 
Charitate , iunguntur (De 
mus VI, 17, 56) 

Solus, Donum (De ver. re/., 
11, 21) 

Or do (De ver. re !., 43, 81) 
Convenientia (De ver. re/., 39, 

72) 


Augustine assumes that in all cases the influence of the three 
Persons is both inseparable and simultaneous (De ver. re/., 7, 13; 
Ep. 11, 3), for he has by this time read Hilary’s De Trinit ate and 
Ambrose’s De Spirit// Sancto and knows the current doctrine of the 
Church. But he never will mean by this what some of the scholas¬ 
tics later supposed, that the influence of the three persons is 
entirely undifferentiated. For him the triadic structure of finite 
being is the authentic impress of the Trinity, and the influence of 
fhe'persons is called undivided not because it is undifferentiated 
but because there would be no finite being at all without the 
constant influence of all three persons, supporting it in all its 
dimensions simultaneously and thereby taking it up, in a sense, 
into the divine life (Ep. 11, 3). Though Augustine took pains to 
deny Stoic pantheism, about which he knew very well, and 
wanted to stress that the finite effects are really distinct from God, 
he felt nevertheless that it could be said with perfect propriety 
that all things have their being “in God”; therefore when it is 
saidTfiaFGod"disposed all things according to measure, number, 
and weight, he interpreted this to mean in the last analysis that 
God disposed all things “in himself,” so that all three terms can 
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be applied to him, originally and properly (“ primitus el veraciter el 
singulariter ”): he is the unmeasured Measure which bounds all 
things, the u nnumbered Numbe r which forms all things, and the 
unmoved Movement (“ stabilis motus ,” as he will put it) which sus- 
tains~and orients and gives fulfillment to all things ( De Gen . ad 
Iill.i IV, 2, 7—4, 9). There is sti ll only an analogy between finite 
measure, number, and weight and the divine Trinity; but the 
finitelmalogue is immediately derived from the infinite analogate 
by participation in what is proper to each person. 

The Trinitarian problem in those years, we should recall, was 
not how God, being one, could be three, but how God, being 
three, could be one. Against the Arians it KacTto be'sHown first of 
all thaftHe^activity of the three persons is not separable, as they 
supposed, but that there is on the contrary a perfect agreement 
among them in will and activity; from this agreement in activity 
it was possible then to conclude to their unity of substance, but 
it was impossible to obliterate the distinct activities of the per¬ 
sons. 34 Augustine follows the same path. In question 38, written 
in Thagaste, he juxtaposes three verses from the Fourth Gospel: 
“No one comes to me unless the Father draws him” (6, 44); “No 
one comes to the Father except through me” (14, 6); and, “He 
[the Spirit] will lead you into all truth” (16, 13). He attempts to 
show that this diversification of functions is compatible with unity 
of substance, and he does it through comparison with human 
activity. In the philosophical tradition there was a stock distinc¬ 
tion between natural powers, knowledge, and volitional activity, 
all of them obviously belonging to the same being and often co¬ 
operating in the accomplishment of a single task, as in the work 
of a craftsman (cf. De civ. Dei , XI, 2 5). 35 In some such fashion, 
then, the threefold influence of God within the world is united in 
a single substance. 

There may be, by the way, an incipient analogy here between 

34 Cf. Didymus, De Spiritu Sancto, translated by Jerome (PL, XXIII), 
chapters 16-17, 22_2 4> 36—37. 

35 For the origins of this distinction and the channels by which it was 
transmitted, see du Roy, pp. 300-302. Augustine may have learned to apply 
it in a Trinitarian context from Hilary (De Trin ., II, 1 [PL, X, p. 51]), who 
speaks of the Father as the Power from whom, the Son as the Offspring 
through whom, and the Spirit as the Gift in whom all things subsist, and thus 
finds in the Trinity the perfection of all three aspects of creative work: 
“infinitas in Aetcrno, species in Imagine, usus in Munere.” 
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the Trinity and the inward life of man, but it is to be noted that 
the purpose of the comparison is not to gain an understanding of 
the intra-Trinitarian relations, as in Augustine’s later writings, 
but solely to demonstrate how three distinct things (“ aliud . . . 
aliud . . . aliud”) can belong to a single substance. Augustine is 
still feeling his way tentatively through the problems of theology, 
and although his analyses are original and thorough and far- 
reaching, as we have just seen, we should not expect to find 
anticipations of all his later views in his first ventures. 


3. True Religion 

Toward the end of Augustine’s stay in Thagaste and at the 
beginning of his activities in Hippo we find a new interest in 
the topic of “ religion.” To Augustine, familiar as he was with 
classical Latin literature, this term had reference to the traditional 
beliefs held by a community and the discipline conscientiously 
observed within it. Religion was a way of life as much enmeshed 
in the historical process as philosophy represented an attempt to 
take a perspective independent of it, and Augustine, who under¬ 
stood well enough the appeal of the latter, wanted to show that 
the particularity of the religious community with which he had 
cast his lot was not incompatible with the universal perspective 
of philosophy. It was not at all difficult for him to find the basic 
answer. Long since, at the time of his conversion, he had sensed 
the appeal of the lives Christians had led and he had arrived at a 
clear conception of the relationship between the authority of 
revelation and the direct insights of reason. From the first his 
“philosophy of religion” was that which he stated in 391 in these 
words: cc All religion is for the sake of the soul” ( De util . cred ., 7, 
14). And he knew that the test which proves Christianity the only 
true and perfect religion is that it successfully reconciles the soul 
to God ( De quart, an ., 34, 78 and 36, 80). 

Despite this continuity with Augustine’s earlier thought, there 
seems to be a new urgency in the writings about 390 and 391. 
Fulfilling an earlier pledge to Romanianus (C. Acad ., II, 3, 8), but 
perhaps responding to current challenges as well, he wrote in high 
rhetorical style an extended protreptic discourse Qn Tr ue Religion , 
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a kind of “address to the Gentiles” similar to the writings of the 
apologists of earlier centuries, in which he discussed the problem 
of religion within the context of the philosophic quest. In the 
early chapters he praises the philosophers, especially the Plato- 
nists, for their discernment of the truth about the one God, but 
at the same time he brings them under reproach for not having 
the courage of their convictions but submitting instead to the 
pressure to conform with popular religion. Christianity, then, is 
the true fulfillment of Platonism, proclaiming those same truths 
about God which the Platonists had already glimpsed, now 
purged of the superstitions of pagan religion. What Augustine 
treasures most about the true religion is not that it gives a more 
certain knowledge of God (in fact, Augustine assumes, on the one 
hand, that God is knowable to all men and, on the other, that 
speculation is needed even to complete the knowledge given in 
revelation) but that in it men have lived out their knowledge of 
God in such a way as to convince others, even the unphilosophical, 
of its truth and to inspire them to follow the same way of life. 
What the Platonists only intimated, the true religion has actual¬ 
ized and made available to all. 

But the uniqueness of its achievement poses further philo¬ 
sophical problems, and in the writings of these years belief (fides, 
credere ) becomes the subject of extended analysis for the first time. 
The problem which Augustine now feels to be the dominant one 
is no longer the authoritative character of revelation (in the 
Cassiciacum dialogues this meant, for all practical purposes, the 
Creed, which converged almost completely with the results of 
speculative philosophy) but the contingent character of the events 
narrated in Scripture, the problem, then, of their historicity and 
particularity and the necessity of giving assent to the reports of 
others. 

Recently the suggestion has been made by du Roy 36 that at least 
the later portions of On True Religion (the prologue and other 
passages sprinkled throughout the work) are an answer to a 
challenge issued in Porphyry’s work On the Return of the Soul , 
which Augustine had just encountered for the first time. In a 
passage Augustine later quotes from that work (De civ . Dei , X, 
32) Porphyry had said, “No one sect has yet drawn together in 

36 Du Roy, pp. 31 iff. 
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itself all those things that would comprise the universal way of 
liberation for the soul; at least, if there is such a way, it has not 
yet been brought to my notice through the historical record.” 
But he added that some such way of salvation must exist, and that 
divine oracles, especially those transmitted by the Chaldaeans, 
had indicated something about it. Thus the problem of the one 
universally applicable way of salvation was raised by Porph yry, 
though, despairing at ever finding it, he merely reaffirmed the 
pluralistic and relativistic religious policies of the Hellenistic and 
Rormnjvvorlds-. 37 He also supplied a hint about the solution to the 
problem: there must be some “historical” validation of the true 
religion (and we should remember that throughout antiquity 
“history” meant not the events which had occurred but the 
recounting of those events, the historia rerum gestarum ). It may be, 
then, that Augustine accepted the challenge on the terms offered: 
“The chief argument for following this religion,” he says, “is 
history” ( De ver. rel. y 7, 13). Certain things have been done, and 
they have been attested by writings and other proofs; and begin¬ 
ning from the one region where God was properly worshiped, 
the word has gone throughout the whole earth and has been 
believed everywhere ( De ver. rel. y 3, 4). 

There are enough traces of Porphyrian themes in the writings 
from Thagaste to make this suggestion plausible—not only the 
interest in the way of salvation and in its historical documentation, 
but a new concern with the worship of the fallen angels, known 
to be an important problem for Porphyry as well (De ver. re /., 
13, 26—14, 28; 55, 108-112). Nevertheless it is surprising that 
Augustine’s reaction to Porphyry’s anti-Christian polemic is much 
lesslntense than it will be some years later 38 ; far from making any 
direct refutations, he simply engages in oratory in the exalted 
manner. This suggests either that On the Return of the Soul and On 
the Philosophy from Oracles are two different works, the first of 
which Augustine read in 389 or 390 and the second of which he 
read about 400; or that at this earlier time he was responding not 
to a writing from the past but to the contemporary pagans (De ver. 

37 For an excellent study of the head-on encounter between Christianity 
and classical culture over this question, as first formulated by Justin and 
Celsus, sec Carl Andrcsen, Logos and No///os. Die Polezzzik des Kelsos wider das 
Christentuzzz (Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte, XXX; Berlin, 1955). 

38 See chapter 4, section 4. 
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rel., 4, 7) who seek oracles from demons and to the followers of 
Porphyry in Augustine’s own day, like those depicted in Macrobius 
Saturnalia , 39 who denied the incarnation and resurrection and 
raised objections to the biblical narratives. Some years later 
Augustine wrote an extended reply (Ep. 102) to some questions 
from Deogratias concerning a friend of theirs who hesitated to 
become a Christian because of objections said to come from 
Porphyry himself. It is possible, then, that the fresh challenge from 
the side of pagan neo-Platonism came from his own contem¬ 
poraries, and in a form that did not call for a detailed refutation 
but rather stimulated him to inquire further into the earthly career 
of the people of God. Indeed, there may have been an equally 
strong stimulus from within the Christian tradition, for Augustine 
had probably begun reading some of the literature of African 
Christianity with its strong emphasis on the Church, such as 
Cyprian’s On the Unity of the Church and On the Cord's Prayer . 40 

The decisive proof of the true religion, as indicated before, is 
i n the livessucce ssjxjjrToLmen, from the patriarchs and 
prophets and all the obedient men in Israel, to Jesus of Nazareth 
and the apostles and martyrs, and on to the Church of Augustine’s 
own day, spread throughout the world ( De /nor., I, 7, 12). The 
decisive achievement, of course, is the life of Jesus himself. His 
whole life, Augustine says, was an “education in morals” ( De ver. 
rel., 16, 32) through both precept anTexampleTHels"the exemplar 
and the first fruits of a redeemed humanity (De quan. an., 33, 76), 
who, because of his inseparable union with the divine Word, was 
able to live under the conditions of human life and still despise 
what sinful men desire and suffer what they dread (De mus., VI, 
4, 7; De ver. rel., 2, 3; 16, 31). But similar achievements are found 
in the Christian people, whose heroic^martyrdoms were the seed 
by which the churches spread and whose continence and renunci¬ 
ation fulfill what remained only a dream in Plato (De ver. rel., 3, 5). 

This “moral” argument dominates the writings from Thagaste. 

39 Courccllc, Les lettres grccques en Occident , pp. 170, 195-209. For a recent 
discussion of the setting, sec Herbert Bloch, “The Pagan Revival in the 
West at the End of the Fourth Century, ,, The Conflict between Paganism and 
Christianity in the Fourth Century , ed. Arnaldo Momigliano (Oxford, 1963), 
pp. 193-218. 

40 Hugo Koch, “Cipriano in Agostino,” R icerche Religiose , VIII (1932), 
pp. 317-337, lists the parallels in detail. 






MILAN, ROME, AND THAGASTE (38 7 — 3 9 I ) I27 

It is obviously the kind of argument that can have an appeal to the 
minds and the passions of reasonable men. But Augustine recog¬ 
nizes that it may not speak to the condition of people who are not 
yet fit to reflect about divine matters ( De ver. re/., 25, 47), and soon 
afterward, in the work On the Usefulness of Belief, he turns his 
attention to a different set of credentials which supplement it: 
Christ, bringing the medicine to heal corrupt morals, through his 
miracles gained authority, through his authority merited faith, through 
faith drew together a multitude, through this multitude secured per¬ 
manence and antiquity, and through this permanence corroborated his 
religion ( De util . cred., 15, 33). 

The moral achievement obviously keeps a certain apologetic force 
of its own; Augustine still mentions “the humanity and teachings 
of Christ, the journeying of the apostles, the reproaches, crosses, 
blood, and deaths of the martyrs, the laudable lives of the saints ” 
(De util, cred., 17, 35). But he suspects that good examples are 
effective more in changing men’s opinions than in changing their 
lives; good examples, no matter how striking, will not be con¬ 
tagious by themselves but need the reinforcement of divinely 
authorized instruction which can command a certain mode of life 
( Deutil . cred., 15, 33—17, 35). The function of miracle_s j^tqassure 
ajarge^number of believers, and convinced ones at that, not 
merely by impressing men with demonstrations of divine power 
but by doing good to them and evoking their gratitude. And 
similarly the persistence and vast expanse of the Church function 
as a sign of divine authorization, helping to convince people in 
later times, who are not in a position to know Jesus or his achieve¬ 
ments at first hand, that the testimony of the Church is reliable. 
When Augustine makes the notorious statement, “I would not 
believe except for the authority of the Catholic Church” (C. Ep. 
Fund., 5), or when he says that the authority of the Church must 
be given first place (De util, cred., 17, 35), he is simply describing 
the nature of belief, for it is necessarily dependent upon “author¬ 
ity,” that is to say, the testimony of others; what the Church says 
about Christ in its interpretation of the Scriptures and in its doc¬ 
trines is, then, the precondition of the belief that will eventually 
lead to fuller understanding. 41 

Thus Augustine, in justifying the true religion, is led to give 

41 For a more extended discussion of the “motives of credibility,” sec 
Lohrcr, Der GlaubensbegriJ] des hi. Augustinus, pp. 144-173. 
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further thought to the nature of belief. In one of the brief dis¬ 
cussions “on various questions” ( De div . qnaest ., q. 48), probably 
written toward the end of his stay in Thagaste, he gives a clear 
partitio of the different functions of belief. It is evident tha t beli ef 
is always a mediated acquaintance with something that is not 
directly knowable, either because of its own character, being 
separated from the human subject by space or time, or because of 
the shortcomings of the mind, which is separated by its own 
impurity from something that is fully accessible. But there are 
three cases: (1) that of historical accounts of contingent events, 
which must always be believed because they are separated from 
direct experience; (2) that of the ration al scien ces, which are 
learned through human instruction andThus with an initial atti¬ 
tude of giving credence to what is said, but which are immediately 
understood if there is any insight into what is being conveyed; 
and (3) that of the divinepresep.ce, from which man is alienated 
by his misdirected affections, and which must therefore first be 
believed but can later come to be known directly. The third is 
stressed in the Cassiciacum dialogues. The first— fides historica et 
temporalis —is new. Here belief is not a stopgap, a substitute for a 
more appropriate mode of apprehension; it is the appropriate 
means of access to things which we cannot experience personally. 

~ This analysis oFbeli ef, though it probably came to Augustine 
thr ough a Latin w riterjike-VarTQ, has its source in Plato, specific¬ 
ally in the Republic and the Timaeusi^ugusime^l^tThc Plato of 
the Republic , scorns changeable things as mere opimonabilia ( C. 
Secund. Man., 8) or verisimilia (Ep. 13), for from the standpoint of 
a Platonist ontology and epistemology neither belief nor its object 
has a high status. The conditions of knowledge are such that 
changing things are not fully knowable (though this demeaning 
judgment applies to them only in their particularity and fleeting¬ 
ness; Augustine always assumes that order is ingredient in the 
world and that it can be studied exhaustively and with perfect 
rationality by the various sciences). But like the Plato of the 
Timaeus , who found that he must give to the narrative form and 
to belief based upon it a more positive force because it is the only 
way in which the origin and destiny of the temporal world can be 
apprehended, Augustine, without having read the Timaeus , fol¬ 
lowed the same path, discovering the indispensability and even 
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the appropriateness of belief where becoming, change, and new 
beginnings are concerned. 

The two variant estimates of temporality and of belief can 
co-exist. From the theoretical standpoint Augustine, as a good 
Platonist, always gives pride of place Jd fully rational knowledge, 
into which the sensory component enters at most as a set of 
variables. But he also knows that the temporal universe is our 
own universe, and what is most important to us is usually the all 
too contingent course and disposition of events; we must live in 
this universe as best we can, and we must discover something 
about its actual course. Though its intrinsic value from the theo¬ 
retical standpoint may not be as great, its practical importance 
for us and for our destiny is crucial. Augustine believes that the 
entire disposition and course of events could be known through 
immediate contemplation of the mind of God, and would be so 
known had men not forfeited their destined mode of life; but 
under present conditions a sense of the makeup of the world and 
where it is going can be gained, humanly speaking, only through 
the accumulation of experience, not only one’s own but that of 
others, reported by them and received with credence. 42 

But the Biblic al revelat ion offers something better—not human 
records of the past or human prognostications about the future, 
but divinely revealed narratives and prophecies, reaching back¬ 
ward to the creation and forward to the eschaton (De ver . rel ., 25, 
46; De lib . arb ., Ill, 21, 59-62). Augusdne’s estimate of the value 
of revelation is precisely the reverse of what is often assumed in 
our own day. He was ready to acknowledge that the philosophers 
had known th z eternal things, at least through the use of reason if 
not through direct contemplation. What seemed far more difficult 
to him was to discover something about the course and meaning 
of human history and to accomplish something in one’s own life, 
beset as it is with mutability without and within. Like the Fran¬ 
ciscan theologians of the Middle Ages, then, he would make 
theology—and especially in its distinctively Christian aspects— 

42 This is the perspective of De Tr//;., IV, 16, 21, which, though it was 
written some fifteen years after the period with which we are concerned, has 
the marks of being influenced by the same philosophical tradition, probably 
through Varro. In De wus. y IV, 16, 30, a work largely cribbed from Varro, he 
draws a distinction between knowing something and believing it on the basis 
of report. 








I30 AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

more a practical than a theoretical discipline. The Scriptural record 
is important chiefly because of what it says about the work of sal¬ 
vation, both as it affects each individual (and Augustine in his 
interpretation of Scripture always attempts to bring it into relation 
with existential problems) and on the broad stage of world history. 

One of the new elements of Augustine’s thought at this time is 
an awareness of the dispense?tio temporalis (De ver. rel ., 7, 13; 10, 19, 
etc.; De fid. et symb ., 4, 6 and 6, 8; De div. qnaest ., q. 57, 2), the 
pattern of God’s saving activity from the beginning to the end of 
the human ja ce. Augustine had never denied the importance of 
the historical activity of Christ and its indispensability to sinful 
man. But its function had been interpreted entirely within the 
Platonist framework of striving to return to the eternal; the 
temporal was merely the way to the goal, and he hurried along it 
somewhat impatiently. Now he will not deny those assumptions, 
for the temporal dispensation still belongs to those things that 
are to be “used” as means rather than “enjoyed” as an end ( De 
ver. rel., 24,45; 5 o, 98; De doct. chr ., I, 3 5, 39); but he will give more 
reverent attention to the way, for God is encountered not only at 
the^ goal bu t along the temporal wayjtself, leading man gently, 
in accordanoewith His capacities. Augustine now has an enlarged 
awareness of the span of biblical history, and he interprets it as a 
kind of education of the human race analogous to the life of an 
individual, so that it is gradually transformed from the old Adam 
into the new, first under the hidden signs of the old dispensation, 
then with the explicitness of the new, and reaching a consumma¬ 
tion only in the resurrection (De ver. rel., ij, 50—28, 51). 

Faith has two different aspects, then, one directed toward the 
^ternaTTrinity (“fides spiritalis et aeterna ”), and the other~ 3 Irected 
TowaTrd^tHe~temporal dispensation ^fides historica et temporalis ” 
[De ver. rel., 50, 99; c£rDrfi^Tet symb., 4, 6; De lib. arb., Ill, 21, 
60; De ag. chr., 17, 19]). 43 Augustine retains his earlier interest in 
seeking an understanding of what is believed; but the outcome of 
this new awareness of the dispensatio temporalis is an enlarged 
conception of that task. As before he thinks of the eternal realm, 
even the Trinity, as fully accessible to understanding. But the 
temporal dispensation is not knowable in the same way as God 
himself or the timeless structures of the intelligible realm, for it is 

43 Lohrcr, Der Glaubensbegrijf des bl. Augustinus , pp. 195 fT. 
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a free enactment on God’s part and involves much that is contin¬ 
gent. Even here it is possible to reason about and arrive at a fuller 
understanding of the things that are believed, but only in such a 
way as to manifest their possibility and suitability , not their certainty 
(De ver. rel ., 8, 14). Augustine thus points the way for the medieval 
theologians, from Anselm on, who were concerned to discover, 
starting in faith, the perfect coherence of God’s purposes and the 
appropriateness of each detail. He forestalls the temptation, to 
which he sometimes yielded in his earlier writings, to abandon the 
temporal in the attempt to transcend mere belief, for God himself 
is concerned with the temporal, and to transcend mere belief is 
to begin to understand even the temporal from within God’s own 
counsel. 

Perhaps it was because of these new interests in the people of 
God and the history of salvation that Augustine came to rethink 
his vocation as a Christian. Perhaps it was because of a crisis in his 
own life, brought on by the deaths of his friend Nebridius and 
his son Adeodatus. 44 In any case he now had second thoughts 
about his life spent in otiimi philosophandi on the fringes of the 
Church and decided to edge closer to its organized life. Hisjplan, 
he says, was to transform his little community into a monastery 
devoted to the study of Scripture, and he began looking about 
for a suitable locale (this is the story told both in Ep. 21,3, soon 
after the event, and in Sermon 355,1,2, toward the end of his life). 
He avoided the places he knew to be without bishops, lest he be 
pressed into service as a cleric, but he was drawn to Hippo in 
order to see a friend who seemed a good prospect for the monastic 
life; when he went into the basilica he was noticed and was 
detained by popular acclaim to become a presbyter and the suc¬ 
cessor designate to the aged bishop Valerius. 

44 Brown, Augustine of Hippo , pp. 135-136. 


CHAPTER 3 


Hippo (391-396) 


Augustine probably experienced a certain “cultu ral 
shock” in returning from Italy to Africa and especially in assum¬ 
ing ecclesiastical responsibilities there. He had set out to lead a life 
in search of wisdom, in a Christian form, to be sure, but with a 
sense of the superiority of this mode of life to that of the ordinary 
Christian. The tone of the early writings is invincibly classical. 
Where Christian dogma enters in, it is usually rephrased in 
language akin to that of philosophy. Popular Christianity is at the 
margins of bis vision, occasionally noted, but only as an empirical 
fact to be cited for the purposes of argument against the Mani- 
chaeans (as in De moribus) or the Platonists (as in De vera religione). 
One could not guess from the writings of Rome and Thagaste 
that Augustine attended church at all, and there is little to indicate 
the nature of his relationship with the broader Christian com¬ 
munity. 

The African Church-was an old spectre in his memory. He 
stated openly that its obscurantism, its superstitio , had been a 
hindrance to his development as a Christian. He might have con¬ 
tinued to drift, intellectually at sea, had it not been for the 
Platonism he encountered in Milan. Now Augustine, who had 
become accustomed to the free air of philosophical inquiry, was 
plunged back into the life of the African Church with its heritage 
of authoritarianism (regional synods were constantly being held 
to make and enforce a common discipline) and its traditional 
insistence upon the necessity of baptism and physical membership 



1 35 


hippo (391-396) 

in the visible Church. Plinval is correct in suggesting that such 
things were “in basic contradiction to the open nature of his 
spirit,” or at least to the intellectual convictions at which he had 
arrived (for one must always acknowledge the possibility that his 
deepest inclinations were different, as those with a flair for psycho¬ 
analysis have alleged); he is also correct, at least with respect to 
the broad pattern of Augustine’s development, in saying that his 
thought came to bear “the stamp of African particularism.” 1 
Something of the general situation is suggested in Peter j 3 rown’s 
characterization of Augustine in Milan (and he is fully aware' of 
the qualifications that have to be made): 

He would have been like a Westernized Russian in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury, established in Paris. But he will soon return home to spend the 
rest of his life as a recluse, then as a priest, and later as a bishop, among 
simple men in Africa: like the “Holy Russia” of the nineteenth century, 
this world will close in around him; and, as is very often the case with 
educated men, it will close in all the more effectively for having once 
been rejected. 2 

We have a genuine problem here, for Augustine did slip steadily 
into the spirit of African Christianity. But it took place slowly, 
one stage at a time, even hesitantly and after many years of 
inquiry, though not reluctantly, for he took authority seriously, 
and not blindly, for he was always able to penetrate the deliver¬ 
ances of authority with the light of understanding. There was no 
sacrifice of intellect, for he did not take a firm step until he had 
good reasons. Pie even succeeded in pursuing his own way, both 
as a presbyter and as a bishop, and he did not feel restrained from 
engaging in polemics with the self-assuredness and often the con¬ 
temptuousness of a superior mind. The very fact that he and his 
friends were tolerated suggests that the stereotype of North 
African Christianity—the extravagances of the Donatists, the 
authoritarianism of the bishops, the vestiges of primitive pagan¬ 
ism in much of popular piety—does not tell the whole story. 
Augustine’s resistance to the characteristic traditions of the 
African Church continued until he left the relatively isolated and 
carefree life of a contemplative, then of a local presbyter, and 

1 Georges dc Plinval, Ponr connaitre lapensee de saint Augustin (Paris, 1954), 

p. 89. 

2 Brown, Augustine of Hippo, pp. 33-34. 
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assumed responsibility as a bishop, and an important one at that, 
a man to whom his colleagues looked for intellectual and tactical 
leadership in the affairs of the Church. His case confirms once 
again the insight of the “group dynamics” people—if you want 
to change someone’s opinions, get him involved in a problem 
situation and give him responsibilities in it. 

During his first years in Hippo jisji presbyter, Augustine de¬ 
voted himself especially to the study of Scripture and searched 
out whatever commentaries produced in Latin or translated from 
the Greek could be found. This did not exactly involve a narrow¬ 
ing of his vision, for he did not revoke any of his philosophical 
opinions, but there was a focusing of his attention upon the life 
of the Christian community and the teachings of Scripture and 
tradition. With such a constant stream of new influences he may 
have experienced some disorientation in his intellectual convic¬ 
tions, but it would be wrong to overdramatize his subjection to 
authority; his earlier “rationalism” was not completely dis¬ 
placed, though certainly it was modified by his new interest in the 
literal meaning of the biblical text and the events reported in it . 3 
He read widely in ecclesiastical writings, chiefly exegetical, and 
doubtless honored the authority of tradition in them, but he re¬ 
tained his own right of judgment in both theology and exegesis 
and increasingly tried to work out guidelines of his own in both 
those areas. 

Without his stay in Milan, Augustine would not have broken 
free of the simple and authoritarian spirit of the Christianity he 
knew in his youth. And yet, without his return to Africa and his 
assumption of ecclesiastical duties the Christian philosopher 
would not have been in a position to run the course that he did. 
During his years in Hippo he was forced to think about new and 
unexpected problems. .He did not forget what he had learned 
from Cicero and Varro, Plotinus and Porphyry; his philosophical 
aims remained the same. But he had to deal with new materials, 
and they were only gradually elucidated and brought into the 
framework of what Augustine could hold as his own reasoned 
understanding of the matter. In the process what had at first 

3 Alberto Pincherle, La forma^ione teologica di Sant'Agostino (Rome, 1947), 
pp. 150, 190-193, seems to draw too much of a contrast between his attitudes 
in Hippo and those taken previously. 
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seemed alien to his perspective was gradually absorbed and recast 
by it. 


1. The Structure of Finite Being 

This is perhaps the most appropriate point at which to discuss 
Augustine’s metaphysic. There are, to be sure, anticipations of all 
its essential features even earlier, throughout the period covered 
in the foregoing chapter, and its fullest exposition comes just 
beyond the close of the period with which we are dealing, in book 
XII of the Confessions’, but it was during these first years in Hi ppo 
that he began to work It out systematically for the first time. His 
activitieTaTa presbyterlmdliis interest in the study of Scripture 
did not suppress his concern for philosophical problems. It was 
during these years that he again took up a work that he had begun 
in Rome,//;; Free Will . He says ( 'Retr ., I, 9, 1) that he worked on 
it from time to time as he was able, in the midst of his other 
activities; thus it serves as a repository of his philosophical reflec¬ 
tions during the period, and the work as a whole gives a strati¬ 
graphic record of the course of Augustine’s thought between 388 
and 39j_or 396. The earlier portion probably extends through II, 
16743 / f° r the atmosphere is that of other early writings, strongly 
focused on the inward life, while from II, 16, 44 on there is a new 
interest in generalizing about all created things, corporeal and in¬ 
corporeal, in the same categories, and he does it with a sureness of 
touch which suggests that he had a sense of the direction he 
wanted to move. But not only in a philosophical work like this 
one, but even in an ecclesiastical address like On Faith and the 
Creed , delivered before a synod meeting in Hippo in 393, and an 
exegetical writing like the unfinished “literal commentary on 
Genesis,” written about 393 or 394, he manifests his interest in the 
problem of matter and form which is central to his metaphysic. 

In these years, then, Augustine’s metaphysic was worked out 
in what is essentially its finished form (what will be added later is 
not a “metaphysic,” in the sense of an account of abiding struc¬ 
tures, but a “cosmology,” a detailed account of the exact character 

4 I am in agreement with du Roy’s judgment on this (L ’Intelligence de la 
foi en la Tritiite, pp. 237-238). 
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of the cosmos and its development; this will be discussed in 
chapter 4, section 2). It is undeniably based upon what he learned 
of Platonistphilosophy from Cicero and Varro, Plotinus and 
Porphyry, and the Pythagorean Nicomachus; but it is a Platonism 
that is checked against, and in some important instances modified 
by, Scripture and the doctrines of the Church. 

The most important insight, and one which came only in this 
period, is that the same set of concepts can be applied to material 
and immaterial being. The time can be pinpointed accurately, I 
think, for the doctrine is first put forward in the unfinished 
Genesis commentary. Like other ancient men Augustine was dis¬ 
turbed at the absence of any clear reference to the creation of the 
angels, who played such an important role in the administration 
of the cosmos, and he was receptive to the suggestions of Origen 
in his first homily on Genesis 5 that the angels are designated in the 
mention of the heavens in verse 1 or of the waters above the 
firmament in verse 7. 

The imagery of the waters above the firmament reminded him 
(De Gen . op. imp., 8, 29) of something he had read in Plotinus 
concerning “spiritual matter” (Enn . V, 1, 5, which Augustine 
certainly read, and also V, 3, 8 and 11; V, 4, 2). Plotinus, following 
out Aristotle’s correlation of matter and form with potentiality 
and actualization, applied them to the mental realm as well as the 
corporeal (as did Aristotle himself in De amnia 430a 10-25). The 
basis of comparison is thatjqjthe actofknowing there is a distinc¬ 
tion between knower and known; the knower is made a knower 
only by the act of knowing, and this actuality, this being a knower, 
is dependent upon that which is known. There has been, then, an 
actualization of the subject by the object, a passage into act, which 
presupposes some element of potentiality within the knower. 
Before or apart from actual vision, “ sight seeing,” there would be 
only looking, “ sight not yet seeing.” Thus when Plotinus speaks 
of a material principle within the spiritual realm, he means to 
suggest that the mind is an indeterminate substratum which be¬ 
comes fully actualized only in knowing definite objects. Even 
when this potentiality is ceaselessly being actualized (as he 
thinks it is in the case of the divine hypostases), there is still 
potentiality and actualization, and the material principle is 

5 Altancr, “Augustinus und Origcnes,” pp. 23-25 ( KpS , pp. 233-236). 
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constantly dependent upon the object of knowledge and desires 
to adhere to it. * * * * * 6 

Given Augustine’s assumption that the angels are mentioned 
somewhere in the creation narrative and his predisposition to find 
resonances of the highest philosophy in the biblical text, it is not 
surprising that he would look for metaphors which might desig¬ 
nate the angelsand would take this notion of materiality, extended 
to the whole of created reality, as the key to their discovery and 
interpretation. In the waters of the deep, mentioned in verse 2 
([De Gen . op . imp., 4, 17), and then in the waters above the firma¬ 
ment, mentioned in verse 7 (8, 29), he sees an intimation of the 
intrinsic instability and vacillation, the fluitatio , which character¬ 
izes the life of created spirits when they live from their own 
resources alone. They are capable, however, of gaining knowledge 
of God and his Truth, and then they come to be “formed” by 
virtue and wisdom so that their mutability is restrained and held 
under control (“ cobibetur atque constringitur ” [8, 29]). 

I have suggested that this connection was first made when 
Augustine began reflecting on the Genesis account, but the same 
universal hylemorphism then appears in other than exegetical con¬ 
texts, especially in the sections of On Free Will written in Hippo. 
He stresses that all finite thin g_s, both b ody and mind, are mutable 
and thus “formable”; that they cannot form themselves but must 

be formed by the unchangeable and eternal Form; that form is the 

basis of whatever being they have, and that the loss of form is 

what reduces them to nonbeing (De lib. arb ., II, 16, 44—17, 46). 

He calls the intrinsic powers of the soul “ media bona” good things 

of which either a good or a bad use can be made through the 

6 See Rend Arnou, “Le theme neoplatonicien de la contemplation creatrice 
chcz Origene et chez saint Augustin,” Gregorianum, XIII (1932), pp. 124- 
136, and “ Platonisme dcs Peres,” Dictiotmaire de tbeologie catbolique , XII, 2, 
cols. 2355-59; Joachim Ritter, Muttdus Intelligibilis. Eine Untersuchung 37 ir 
A ufnab me ttnd Umwandlung der neuplatonischen Ontologie bei Augustinus (Philoso- 
phische Abhandlungcn, VI; Frankfurt am Main, 1937); J. Wytzcs, “Bcmer- 
kungen zu dem neuplatonischen Einfluss in Augustins ‘de Gencsi ad 
literam,”’ Zeitscbrift fur neutestamentliebe Wissenscbaft , XXXIX (1940), pp. 
137-151; Jean Pepin, “Recherches sur le sens et les origines de Pexpression 
‘caelum caeli’ dans le livre XII des ‘Confessions’ de saint Augustin,” 
Bulletin du Cange. Archivum Eat ini tat is Medii Aevi, XXIII (1953), pp. 185-274; 
Hilary Armstrong, “Spiritual or Intelligible Matter,” AM , I, pp. 277-283; 
Eugene TeSelle, “Nature and Grace in Augustine’s Expositions of Genesis 
I, 1-5,” RA, V (1968), pp. 102-103. 

5 * 
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soul’s free exercise of them, and the problem is to use them in a 
way that is unqualifiedly good by obeying the divine rules of 
virtue and cleaving to God as the unchanging Good (II, 19, 50- 
5 3). There is nothing radically new in all of this; the association of 
being in the proper sense of the term with form and order and 
union with God, and of nonbeing with loss of form, disarray, 
aversion from God, is part of his earliest inheritance from 
Plotinus and Porphyry, and the view that the various dimensions 
of finite being are reflections of the Trinity comes from his first 
ventures in theological reflection. What is added now is a more 
explicit attempt to draw all levels of being together. 

At the heart of this metaphysic is what one might call a two- 
stage understanding of creation as first the positing of “matter” 
(corporeal and spiritual) and then the formation of this material 
substratum by the influence of the Word and its stabilization by 
the Spirit; there is, to use Augustine’s own later terminology, 
first existence , the coming forth of matter as something other than 
God, and then conversion , not always a conscious “turning” but 
matter’s being changed for the better and becoming similar to 
God in some respect (Conf, XII, 3, 4; De Gen . ad lift., I, 5, 10). 
This is, of course, the familiar neo-Platonic scheme of irpoohos 
and € 7 TLGTpo(/)rj , developed by Plotinus to d escribe the career-of 
the soul, but extended by Augustine (perhaps following Porphyry, 
who believed in the creation of matter, or Marius Victorinus) to 
the corporeal >vorld as well. 

It is clear that conversion is far more important than the mere 
coming forth. Therefore Gilson is correct in calling Augustine’s 
metaphysic “essentialist,” and despite his obvious preference for 
the “existentialist” metaphysic that he ascribes (correctly or not) 
to Aquinas his analyses of the precise character of this metaphysic 
are sympathetic and quite penetrating. 7 By an essentialist ontology 
two distinct things can be meant, and both of them apply to 
Augustine’s thought. The first is merely grammatical. From the 
time of On the Immortality of the Soul he calls God Essentia . The 
expression should not be understood along the lines of the 
Thomist distinction between esse and essentia , actuality and that 

7 Gilson, 7 he Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine , pp. 200—205, and also 
21-23; “Notes sur Fetrc ct lc temps chez saint Augustin,” RA, II (1962), 
pp. 205-223. 
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which is actualized. Augus tine inherited the term from Cicero, 
who coined it as an equivalent of the Greek ovoia, “being-ness,” 
“ being itself.” Augustine’s own participationist understanding of 
the term becomes unmistakable in the passages in which he con¬ 
trasts beautiful things and Beauty itself {pulchra and Vulchritiido ), 
or similar things and Likeness itself {similia and Similitudo [De 
div. quaest ., q. 23; De ver. rel ., 43, 81; De Gen . op. imp ., 16, 57 — 5 9]) > 
God, then, is being itself {Essentia), through whom finite things 
have being {esse). Thus far the term is equivalent with the more 
Thomistic-sounding “ipsum esse.” What sets Augustine’s meta¬ 
physic apart from Aquinas’s is not mere terminology but the 
substance of what is asserted. For Aquinas the fundamental dis¬ 
tinction within finite being is between that which is {essentia) and 
that by which it is {esse); for Augustine it is between the existentia 
of an already real material principle, which furnishes the sub¬ 
stratum of potentialities, and the esse in which those potentialities 
are fulfilled as much as they can be and in a way appropriate to 
them {“pro suo modulo” as he usually says) through becoming 
formed and coordinated and directed toward an end. The experi¬ 
enced world of regulated and orderly sequence stands, so to 
speak, “between” the sheer mutability and indeterminacy of 
matter and the perfect stability of God. Any degree of form and 
order that is attained comes about when matter, which has “gone 
forth” as other than God, “turns back” by undergoing a change 
for the better and participates to some degree in his perfection of 
being. But however much it comes to be “like God,” it is always 
with a difference, for within the finite there is always a composi¬ 
tion of matter with form, of the indeterminate substratum of 
activity with the definiteness which it acquires from God through 
participation, while God is identical with all the perfections of 
being and intelligibility and right orientation. 

That which is unique to the finite, then, is “materiality,” 
whether corporeaLoTspiritual. It is clear that Augustine thinks it 
possible to give some description of materiality, for it is one com¬ 
ponent of our experience and it can even be considered by itself, 
leaving out of account for the moment the element of form which 
must also be present if anything is to be experienced at all. 
Physical occurrences are always characterized Jjy separation or 
externality in both space and time. An event occurs and perishes. 
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giving way to another; but it has occurred in its own place and 
time, differentiated from all others. Now materiality is not iden¬ 
tical with space and time as we experience them; space and time 
represent the overcoming of sheer materiality to a considerable 
degree by formation and unification, both in physical processes, 
where the continuity of time and space is created by communities 
of form and discreteness is a function of the differentiation and 
variation of forms (Con/., XII, 9, 9: n, 14; 12, 15), and in our 
own experience, where we surmount the isolation of sheer privacy 
by “projecting” or “extending” our attention toward the things 
which have occasioned some new modulation in our sensory 
organs to construe spaces, and surmount the fleeting present by 
“protracting” or “distending” our attendon through a succes¬ 
sion of well-defined occurrences to create duration and measure 
periods of time. Thus whatever definiteness or continuity the 
finite possesses is the outcome of form or intendon. Matter by 
itself is only the principle of mutability and extensivity, the un¬ 
ordered flux which is always hastening on, the indeterminate 
spreading out which isolates event from event. It is only through 
the introduction of form or intention that materiality is “pinched 
off” into well-defined events and sequences and structures. 

But materiality is a precondition of. there being any-finite 
world atj OL God is perfectly self-identical and perfectly stable, 
neither divided into parts nor changing, neither alter nor aliter 
( Conf., VII, 20, 26). 8 9 If finite things are to be something more than 
a phantasmagorical play of ideas in the simplicity of the divine 
intellect they must have an “existence” of their own, and they are 
differentiated from God {“non quod ipse est”) precisely through 
their lack of perfect simplicity and self-identity {Conf., VII, 11, 
17; De nat. bon., 10). To say that matter is other than God is not to 
say that it is totally opposed to him or in every way unlike him; 
Augustine resisted this implication in Plotinus (especially in Enn. 
I, 8) as being too close to Manichaeism and instead followed 
Porphyry in granting to matter a minimal degree of being and 
even goodness {De ver. rel., 18, 35-36).° Matter does have an 
aspect of “nothingness,” but in the familiar and quite undramatic 
sense of descriptive negation-, if something is here it is not there, if 

8 Gilson, “Notes sur l’etre et lc temps/’ pp. 214-215. 

9 Du Roy, U Intelligence de la foi en la Trinite, pp. 194-195. 
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it exists now it does not exist then, if it is this it is not that. Non- 
being in tlais sense is prerequisite to the rise of definiteness in the 
realm of the finite: if there is to be something ., it must be set apart 
from something else that it is not . 10 Matter as the basis of change 
and pluralization prior to all form is designated by Augustine as 
“nihil aliquid” or cc est non est” (Con/., XII, 6, 6), expressions remi¬ 
niscent, of course, of Plato’s “that which is always becoming and 
never is” (Tim., 28A). 

It is much the same in the case of finite spirit. Here Augustine is 
concerned to distinguish between what is intrinsic and what is 
adventitious to the life of spirit, for the experiencing of physical 
space and time belongs to it only in its aspect of animating the 
body and being concerned, properly or improperly, with sensible 
occurrences. Leaving these aside, there is one phenomenon that 
is intrinsic to t he life oL the mind, and that is the successiveness of 
its own inward acts. It is mutable through and throu gh. Being 
indeterminate, it is under the necessity of directing its attention 
and affection freely toward one or another of the data of experience 
(itself, finite things, God). Being changeable, it is always faced 
with a fresh future; its acts last only for the moment and its atten¬ 
tion will be flitting constantly from one thing to another. Thus 
finite spirit does not arise fully constituted; it has the character of 
"a task, for it is aware of itself and its own freedom, and of the 
wider field of reality within which it stands, and of its responsi¬ 
bility for setting itself in relation to all these things, moment by 
moment. Even then it is capable of transcending the flow of 
temporality through its own consciousness, not by a mere colla¬ 
tion of images, for this would never create duration, but through 
the inclusion of one inward act in another through remembrance 
and anticipation, self-identity and steadiness of purpose. Indeed, 
it cannot help transcending the flow of physical occurrence, even 
the flow of its own acts. But this is not sufficient by itself either 
to give satisfaction or to draw it entirely above the hazards of 
time, and the greater part of Augustine’s analysis of consciousness 
in the Confessions (books X and XI) and elsewhere is concerned 

10 Jules Chaix-Ruy, Saint Augustin. Temps et histoire (Paris, 1956), p. 105, 
works out on Augustinian principles a “transcendental deduction of space 
and time” as “the application of the principle of non-contradiction to the 
realm of existence.” 
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with the mind’s loss of control, its dispersion and self-alienation 
in the vastness of space and the variability of time. 11 A full integra¬ 
tion of consciousness comes, to be sure, through steadiness of 
vision and constancy of purpose; but these are finally secured 
only in relation to God, who unifies in himself the whole of time 
and space. 

v If you wish to escape unhappiness, love your own desire to be. If you 
wish to gain more and more being, you will draw near to him who is 
supremely.... The more fully you love being, the more you will 
desire eternal life, and you will then hope so to be “formed” that your 
affections are not temporal, bearing the impress of love for temporal 
things .... He who loves being will approve of finite things insofar as 
they are, but he will love that which is eternally. If he was always drift¬ 
ing about in the love of those things, he will become strong in loving 
this; if he was dispersed in the love of transient things, he will become 
stable in loving that which abides, he will himself abide, and thus he 
will possess in himself that being which he desired when he feared 
nonbeing but was not able to stand firm, ensnared as he was by love 
for fleeting things .... If, starting with this desire to be, you add more 
and more being, you will strive upward and build toward that which is 
supremely, and in this way you will also be safeguarded from the ruin 
with which lower things pass away, undermining the powers of him 
who loves them ( De lib. arb ., Ill, 7, 21). 

I am divided by times whose order I do not know, and my thoughts, 
the inmost organs of my soul, are torn apart by the confusion of 
change, and so it will be until, purified and melted by the fire of your 
love, I flow into you. Then I shall become stable in you and be set firm 
in the mold of your Truth ( Conj\, XI, 29, 39-30, 40). 

Although all finite things bear within them the stigmata of 
changeability and disparateness, matter nonetheless has a positive 
capacity to receive form and to be drawn into organized wholes 
(De ver. re/., 18, 3 6 ; De fid. et sjmb ., 2, 2; De nat . bon., 18), and it 
can even be brought to a kind of perfection when it is fully formed 
and stabilized—in this contemplation of the eternal God in the 
case of “spiritual matter,” in the perpetual circular motion of the 
heavenly bodies, imitating eternity, in the case of corporeal 

11 See the discussions of Augustine’s phenomenology of the disintegration 
of consciousness in fallen man in Chaix-Ruy, pp. 39, 74-75, 109-112, etc.; 
and Jean-Marie Le Blond, Les Conversions de saint Augustin (Tbeologie , XVII; 
Paris, 1950), pp. 269-272. 
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matter (De mus., VI, 11, 29). There is not a radical dualism of 
matter and form as alien principles brought into tragic conflict; 
that is precisely what Augustine had encountered and rejected in 
Manichaeism. For many years he refrained from using the Greek 
term hjle at all because of its Manichaean associations, and when 
he did use it he noted that he understood it in the sense given it by 
the antiqui , as referring to that which is without form or quality 
(De nat. bon., 18). 12 Matter thus has the character of indeterminate 
potentiality, of “meontic” nonbeing, of that which is “not yet” 
what it can become. Of course the development comes from God 
and not from within matter itself. But the stress on matter’s capa¬ 
city for quality and form and harmony suggests that it supports 
and does not hinder the process of formation and stabilization, 
that it has a readiness to become the vehicle of a definiteness and a 
continuity that are based elsewhere, that form really becomes 
ingredient in matter. And if any uncertainty remains about 
Augustine’s assumptions concerning corporeal matter, there can 
be none when it comes to spiritual matter, for he could not be 
more explicit in his assertions about the mind’s capacity for the 
knowledge of God in which it becomes fully formed. 

But matter, though it has a capacity for form, does not form 
itself; its intrinsic tendency is not toward form but toward dis¬ 
persion and disruption. Unformed matter, if it existed by itself, 
would not even exhibit time and space in the usual sense (though 
it is the principle of mutability and extensivity), because times and 
spaces are functions of orderly continuities and variations of form 
(Conf., XII, 9, 9; 11, 14; 12, 15). This complete obscurity and 
randomness and disparateness may be what Augustine was refer¬ 
ring to when he said that God made all things from that which is 
“nothing else than nothingness” (De ver. re/., 18, 35), or when he 
described form as that by which a thing is kept from nothingness 
(De div. quaest., q. 18). Here we have nothingness as the opposite 
of ordered being, the scattering and nullification of form, se¬ 
quence, or coordination. Matter, functioning by itself, “tends, by 
its formlessness, toward nothingness” (De Gen. ad lift., I, 4, 9); 
that is, it does not permit the rise of pattern and order. And 
nothingness in the sense of the dispersion and disruption of 

12 For Augustine’s various discussions of corporeal matter, sec du Roy, 
pp. 273-276. 
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whatever order has been achieved is the abyss over which every 
composite being is suspended. 

This is the point at which the problem of evil enters, for 
Augustine understands evil as disruption of form or perversity 
of orientation . In the corporeal world, despite the facts of disaster, 
starvation,"predation, and disease, all those occasions which are 
usually called “natural evils,” Augustine persists in calling every¬ 
thing unequivocally good (Con/., VII, 13, 19), not because it is 
good in each individual case, but because the nexus of action and 
reaction—the inevitability of physical processes, the adaptation 
of organisms to their environment and the appropriateness of 
their instincts to their needs and abilities, the symbiotic or hier¬ 
archical relationships among species—together constitute a 
balanced whole. 13 In the spiritual realm, by contrast, the threat of 
disruption is not arrested by natural form; everything is left to 
the free activity of finite spirit, and there is always the possibility 
that it will forfeit its proper destiny. The only “evil ” that deserves 
the name, Augustine thinks, is that introduced by sin, whether it 
be the sin itself or the consequences and penalties of sin. 

Augustine argues, against the Manichaeans, that .evil has no 
existence as a separate'principle but that it is produced by finite 
freedom in its defection from the higher good to the lower and 
that the basis of this freely enacted defection is not an actual thing 
but “nothingness,” not an efficient cause but a “deficient cause” 
(De lib. arb., II, 20, 54; De civ. Dei, XII, 7). One is first tempted to 
suspect that Augustine is merely being clever. But he repeats this 
turn of phrase enough times and with sufficient solemnity to 
suggest that he has something in mind. 

It is hard to pin it down, however. At the heart o f evi ljs an act 
of defection, the turning away from the higher good for a lesser 
good. But it is never a "direct willing of evil. However malicious 
it may appear to be (as in Augustine’s own youthful escapade of 
stealing a neighbor’s pears), willing is always for the sake of some 
value, though that value may be insignificant or inappropriate 
(Cottf., II, 4, 9—8, 16). And however foolish or disastrous a course 
of action may be, nothing can be willed which appears contrary to 
one’s own happiness, though the understanding of happiness may 

13 See especially Regis Jolivet, Le probleme du mat d'apres saint Augustin 
(Paris, 2 1936), pp. jaff. 
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be shortsighted and influenced by the passion of the moment ( C. 
Jill. op. imp., VI, 11-12). Even suicide is not for the sake of death 
itself but to be rid of intolerable sufferings or disappointments 
(De lib. arb.. Ill, 8, 23). / P- 

Where, then, does nothingness enter into the evil act? In the 
instability of finite life, I think, in the constant possibility that 
what has already been attained will be disrupted and what could 
be attained will be forfeited by the attraction of lesser values. 
Freedom is ceaselessly thrown out over the abyss of “nothing¬ 
ness” in the sense that its capacity to be fully formed by divine 
Wisdom is threatened by its own mutability and defectibility. 
And it is here that God’s final work is done; for if Augustine sees 
the work of the Father in the bare existence of finite spirit, and the 
work of the Word in calling man to virtue and holding out the 
possibility of wisdom and beatitude, he sees the work of the 
Spirit in giving a right orientation to the will and sustaining it 
despite the will’s own instability. 

I have trfedto outline in some detail how the same metaphysical 
schema, and one which is centered on dynamic process rather than 
permanent substance, is applied to both the physical world and 
man’s inward life, doubtless in an analogical way, bending the co¬ 
ordinates in keeping with the differing character of various levels 
of being. Such a method, though it is alien to some types of 
philosophy, is not unfamiliar in our own day, for it is the one 
chosen by Whitehead and Teilhard (to name only two of the more 
comprehensive attempts in the twentieth century), as it was by 
Leibniz before them: if one wishes to have a total framework of 
interpretation, they would argue, he must take his departure from, 
and keep constantly in view, our own experiences and activities, 
for these, after all, are fully as “actual” as the things we apprehend 
by external sensation and because of their accessibility and greater 
complexity are far more instructive. Something of the same con¬ 
cern animated Augustine and those from whom he learned his 
philosophy. 

Because of the breadth of applicability of his metaphysical 
schema, it has always been possible for “Augustinians” to make 
an easy crossing between philosophy and theology and back 
again, pressing their quest for understanding farther into the 
mysteries of faith and at the same time approaching all of know- 
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ledge assisted by insights derived from faith. Their methods have 
always seemed suspect to the followers of other, more cautious 
schools, and they themselves have often stood to profit from the 
careful criticisms of others when their speculations soared too 
high; but the Augustinian tradition indicates at least one of the 
things meant by “Christian philosophy”: here, at least, the two 
terms are held together without final tension, for, leaving aside 
whatever use may be made of metaphysics within theology as 
such, the Christian faith is assumed to be compatible with general 
knowledge and even to call for the making of connections between 
the two—and on the other hand to demand of any metaphysic 
that it at least take into account the phenomena of inward experi¬ 
ence and specifically those of the Christian life. 


2. Son of God and Son of Man 

Augustine mentions in the Confessions (VII, 19, 25) that for a time 
prior to his conversion he thought of Christ along lines which he 
later discovered were equivalent to the Photinian heresy: that is, 
as a man born of a virgin, of greater wisdom than all others, and 
deserving an authoritative position as a teacher of divine truth, 
but not the Truth in person. 14 Pie mentions in addition that 
Alypius was under the impression that the Catholic Church—the 
opponent of the Photinians in those days—taught that Christ was 
“God clothed in flesh,” without a human soul or mind; and that 
he later discovered that this was not the Catholic teaching after all, 
but the heresy of the A poll inarians. 15 Both of them, he says, 
recognized that the things narrated about Christ in the gospels 
could not be true if he did not have a human soul and mind; for 
he is said to have eaten, spoken, walked, slept, rejoiced, and sor¬ 
rowed, and such intermittent activities and passivities, as Augus¬ 
tine knew from his readings in philosophy, are proper not to the 

14 Solignac (BA, XIII, 693-695) disposes of the suggestion that this view 
of Christ came from Porphyry. If it was not the outcome of Augustine’s own 
reflections, it must be an echo of a Photinian brand of Christianity in Milan. 

^Robert J. O’Connell, “Alypius’ ‘Apollinarianism’ at Milan (Gw/., VII, 
25), REA , XIII (1967), 209-210, has put to rest the common assertion of 
the scholars (based on a surprisingly inattentive reading of the text) that 
Alypius’ own views were Apollinarian. Augustine clearly says that a mis¬ 
conception of the Catholic teaching held him back from giving assent to it. 
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divine Word (or Understanding, as he would have said then), 
which is immutable, but to “soul,” which changes in time and 
mediates between the divine Understanding and bodies. The 
point, then, is that Alypius, to his own despair, supposed that 
Catholic doctrine denied any mediating principle; and Augustine, 
perhaps more daring, thought of Christ as a complete man, but in 
such fashion that he could be only a wise man participating in the 
Word, not the Word incarnate. They soon found that the Catholic 
faith avoided both errors, teaching both that Jesus had a com¬ 
plete humanity, body and soul and mind, and that he was_none- 
theless one person with the Word. 

Augustine’s closing comment should not be overlooked. 
“Surely it is the process of refuting heretics,” he says, “that 
brings to light the mind of your Church and the content of sound 
teaching. There must be heresies, in order that those who are 
tested and proved genuine might be manifested in the midst of 
the weak (cf. I Corinthians 11, 19).” This is not, I think, merely a 
moral added at the end but a comment on the actual situation of 
that day. In 386 the doctrinal controversies with the Photinians 
and the Apollinarians had just come to a resolution; tendencies 
toward the one side or the other were still present, and the 
positive doctrine of the Church had not been made entirely clear. 

Augusjine’s Christology, to be sure, was “orthodox” by the 
standards of his day, and probably by the standards of a later day. 
He affirmed clearly enough that the Word and the man were 
united in one person and that what is said of one can be said of the 
other, not because of a confusion of natures but because of their 
conjunction in one person; that Jesus did not first exist as a man 
and then come to be assumed into unity with God, but that he 
was assumed from the first moment of his existence, that his 
uniqueness consists not merely in a moral purity resulting from 
virginal conception but in a singular assumption into unity with 
God. In his first venture in preaching, shortly before Easter, 391, 
Augustine already had a well-worked-out Christology: 

A complete man, that is, a rational soul and a body, was assumed by the 
Word, in such fashion as to be one Christ and one God the Son of God, 
not the Word alone, but the Word and the man [or as he puts it more 
explicitly in the next paragraph. Word and soul and flesh], and this 
whole [Mum hoc ] is the Son of God the Father according to the Word 
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and the son of man according to the man. . . . He is not only man but 
Son of God, but according to the Word, by whom the man is assumed; 
and he is not only the Word but the son of man, but according to the 
man, who is assumed by the Word (Sen//. 214, 6 ). 

But the most interesting question, surely, is not whether 
Augustine s views fall within the pale of orthodoxy but what pre¬ 
cisely his views are. And in answering this question it is most 
misleading to take the point of view of the period after the 
Council of Chalcedon in 451 or after Cyril’s challenge to Nestorius 
in 428. Augustine lived in an earlier epoch, one in which other 
problems were being debated, and it is important, for both 
historical and theological reasons, to appreciate them in their own 
right. 

Augustine adhered to what must be called an “Origenist” 
Christology—the doctrine, given classic statement in Origen’s 
De principiis, II, 6, that the soul of Christ is the medium of union 
between the Wo r (Land The flesh and that it is inseparably united 
to the Word with such an intensity of affection and immediacy of 
intuition that it becomes like the Word in every respect, as iron 
heated in fire becomes fiery itself. For a century following the 
condemnation of Paul of Samosata in 268 this Christology was 
temporarily obscured, for it looked too much like adoptionism; 
theologians generally assumed that the Word directly assumed 
flesh without a human soul or, if with an animal soul, then with¬ 
out a human mind. 16 But the Origenist Christology had a brief 
reflowering during the controversy with Apollinaris after 377; a 
series of councils, beginning with one held in Rome under 
Damasus, declared against the view that anything was lacking in 
Christ’s humanity, and theologians like Gregory Nazi anze n. and 
Gregory of Nyssa rehabilitated Origen’s language, weaving it 
into a more fully developed doctrine. 

16 For the Christology of that period see Charles E. Raven, Apollinarianism: 
An Essay on the Christology of the Early Church (New York, 1923); Friedrich 
Loofs, Paulus von Samosata. Eine Untersuchung %ttr altkirchlichen Literatur und 
Dogmengeschichte (Texte und Untcrsuchungen, 3. Reihe, XIV, 5; Leipzig, 
x 9 2 4 ); Henri de Riedmatten, Ees actes du proves de Paul de Samosate. Etude stir 
la Christologie du IIP et IV' siecle (Fribourg en Suisse, 1952); Alois Grillmeier, 
"Die theologische und sprachliche Vorbereitung der Christologischen 
Formel von Chalkedon,” Das Konsfl von Chalkedon (Wurzburg, 1951), pp. 
1-242 (translated separately under the title Christ in the Christian Tradition 
[New York, 1965], pp. 183-237). 
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Augustine was the inheritor of that period of theological renais¬ 
sance, and in the writings that come from his first years as a 
presbyter in Hippo he indicates his knowledge of, and assent to, 
its Christology. He echoes the famous statement of Gregory 
Nazianzen ( Ep. 101), “What is not assumed is not healed,” in a 
number of his writings ( De ver. rel., 16, 30; De fid. et sjmb., 4, 8; 
De ag. cbr., 19, 21). 17 He describes the soul or mind or spirit o f 
Jesus as the intermediary of the union between Word and flesh, 
even between Word and animated body, usually with the purpose 
of showing how the Word can remain free from the desires and 
fears of the body even while assuming a human life into unity 
with himself (De fid. et symb. , 4, 10; De div. quaest., q. 73 and q. 80; 
De ag. cbr., 18, 20); he speaks, furthermore, of the human mind of 
Jesus being joined to and mixed with (copula tus, commix tits) the 
Word in unity of person (De div. quaest. , q. 73, 2; C. Faust., XXII, 
40; De Triu., IV, 13,16 and 20, 30). And both of these, once more, 
are a special emphasis of Gregory Nazianzen in his letter to Cledo- 
nius (Ep. 101). 18 The-difference between the union of Jesus and 
tha t of other ^men,with the Word is described as one between the 
Unique assumption of a human life to “bear the person” of the 
Wisdom of God and the mere reception of the benefits of that 
Wisdom (De ag. cbr., 20, 22), between possession of the Wisdom 
of God naturaUter and merely participatione (Exp. ep. ad Gal., 27; 
cf. Enchir., 12, 40). This contrast between physical and partici¬ 
pated union could again be derived from Gregory Nazianzen, 
who in the same letter said that in Christ there is a union in being, 
a ovvapis kclt obalav, while in the prophets there was merely 
a gracious activity of God, an ivepyeia Kara yapiv . 19 It is known 
that this epistle of Gregory existed in a Latin translation, at least 
at a later time, and the striking parallels in Augustine suggest that 
it was already available. 20 It would not be surprising to find it 
circulating in the West, for there was regular contact between 

17 Tarsicius J. van Bavcl, Recbercbes sur la christo/ogie de saint Augustin. 
Lthumain et Ie divin dans le Christ d'apres saint Augustin (Paradosis, X; Fribourg 
cn Suisse, 1954), p. 51, n. 130. 

18 Ibid., p. 181. 

19 Cf. ibid., p. 14, n. 2. 

20 Altaner, “Augustinus und Didymus dcr Blindc,” Vigiliae Christianac, 
V (1951), 118 (KpS, p. 299), calls attention to the fact of this translation but 
leaves open the question whether the letter was already translated in 
Augustine’s day. 
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Rome and the East during the Apollinarian controversy, and 
Gregory’s own letters (101 and 102) show that he knew of the 
proceedings of the Roman synods of 377 and 382. 

For a time, between 393 and 395, Augustine used the expression 
“ domimcusJjomo” with reference to Christ as man. This expression 
has a confused history. It was used by Athanasius and other writers, 
then it was taken over by the Apollinarians. Gregory Nazianzen 
disliked the term, for to him it carried Apollinarian connotations 
( Ep . 101, 2). But it was used by Damasus in an anti-Apollinarian 
sense in a letter to Paulinus about 377, and again in the draft of an 
anti-Apollinarian document prepared for him by Jerome following 
his arrival in Rome in 382. Jerome says in his Apology (II, 20) that 
the Apollinarians led by Vitalis challenged the term, and when he 
took them to his library to show them the passage in which 
Athanasius had used it he found that they had already tampered 
with the manuscript to make it look like a forgery. Augustine 
probably derived it from none of these sources, however, but 
from Jerome’s translation of Didymus’ work On the Holy Spirit , 
translated about 389. 21 In chapters 51 and 52 the expression is 
used with reference to the man assumed by the Son and filled 
with the Holy Spirit; and in the translation, at least (the original 
does not survive), its import is clearly anti-Apollinarian. 

Although Augustine soon abandoned the expression “dominion s 
homo” beca use-of what seemed to him its adoptionist overtones, 
he never ceased to speak of “the man” assumed by the Word. 
And I think enough has been said about the Christology of 
Augustine and of his age to indicate that it gave somewhat more 
stress to the human being and intellect and will of Jesus than the 
position widely assumed today to be the “orthodox” doctrine. 
Therefore it cannot be assumed, as beyond all doubt, that they 
viewed the Word as the “personal center” of Jesus’ consciousness 
and activity and his human mind as purely instrumental to it. 
Something more is ascribed to the human intellect and will than 
that, and they had no fear of using the expression “the man.” 

It may be objected that Augustine speaks of the humanity being 
assumed into unity of person with the Word. But this term “per¬ 
son” was an extremely fluid one in that era, not yet reduced to 

21 Altaner, “Augustinus und Didymus dcr Blindc,” 117-118 ( KpS , pp. 
298-299). 
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any standard doctrinal or theological meaning. Very often 
Augustine is employing it in its older Latin sense, drawn from the 
usage of the legal profession and the grammarians, of office or 
function; he can speak of angels “bearing the person” of God in 
doing miracles or otherwise acting in God’s behalf (De Trin. y II, 
13, 23; III, 10, 19), or he can say that among the evangelists Luke 
is the one who describes Christ more “in his person as priest” 
(De cons, ev., I, 2, 3), or he can suggest that in Scripture Christ 
sometimes speaks “in the person of his body [the Church]” and 
sometimes “in his own person as head” (Enarr. in Vs. 40). 22 If 
Augustine’s language often stresses the unity of function between 
the Word and the man, often enough it stresses just the opposite, 
a difference between them in one respect or another. The notion of 
person does not by itself offer any solution, therefore. 

It may also be objected that Augustine thought of Christ as 
having perfect knowledge throughout his life, and as having a 
certain imperturbability or impassivity of mind. But these are part 
of his picture of an ideal humanity which he thought all men 
should have and which, for part of his career, he thought attain¬ 
able by them even during the present life. Many of the statements 
found in patristic Christology, we must remember, are affected by 
the general anthropology of that period, and those today who 
wish to modify that anthropology must at the same time take 
seriously the necessity of making corresponding adjustments in 
their Christology. This is precisely what has been done in Protes¬ 
tant theology since Schleiermacher, and recently in Catholic theo- 
logy with Rahner and others, to give more of a place to Jesus’ 
growth both in wisdom and in stature. 

Now it is obvious that Augustine wanted to say that the Word, 
remaining in the form of God, assumed the man into unity of 
person with himself. But it is just as clear that Augustine thought 
in terms of two minds, human and divine, and two wills, joined, 
to be sure, without any possibility of falling away, but still with a 
distinct human life, even a “private” life ( Enarr. II in Ps. 32, 
serm. 1, 2), and experiencing all the temptations arising from it, 
though always being sustained because of the unity with God. 23 

22 For texts sec Otto Schccl, Die Anschatttmg Augustins fiber Cbristi Person 
tind Werk (Tubingen, 1901), pp. 185-186. 

23 Van Bavcl, pp. 135-145. 
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And any simplistic doctrine of a “ Logos hegemony ” in the per¬ 
son of Christ stumbles over the fact that Augustine always 
believed that all three persons of the Trinity are operative in the 
assumption of the humanity, and doubtless in the continuation of 
its union with God as well. 

This is clearly his view throughout The Trinity , and it appears as 
early as 390, in a letter written in reply to some questions of 
Nebridius (Ep. 11). Nebridius had asked why the Son and not 
some other person of the Trinity became incarnate. Augustine 
began by arguing at some length that the persons always act 
simultaneously and inseparably, and he proved it from the three 
dimensions of finite being, all of which must be present if there is 
to be anything at all. The same must apply to the man Jesus: all 
three persons must be operative in him. Why, then, is he said to 
be the incarnation of the Word in particular? 

Form, which is attributed specifically to the Son, pertains to instruc¬ 
tion, and to artistry (if we may use that term in this connection), and 
to understanding, in which the soul is formed by knowledge. And 
because in his case the assumption of a man insinuated into our minds, 
through the majesty and clarity of the thoughts conveyed to them, 
instruction in living and at the same time an example of those same 
precepts, it is not without reason that all of this is attributed to the Son. 
In many matters, which I leave to your own reflection and insight, there 
may be a number of factors and yet only one of them so stands out that 
everything can, without absurdity, be ascribed to it in particular. In 
this case the primary purpose was to exhibit a certain rule or norm of 
instruction. That was accomplished through the dispensation of the 
man who was assumed, and it is to be attributed properly to the Son, 
in order that there might be knowledge of the Father , the one Source 
from whom all things exist, through the Son , and an inward, unutterably 
sweet enjoyment in remaining in this knowledge and shunning all mor¬ 
tal things, which is a gift properly attributed to the Holy Spirit . There¬ 
fore even though all things are done inseparably, in supreme harmony, 
still they needed to be~exhibited distinctly because of our lack of per¬ 
ception; for we had fallen from unity into diversity and change (Ep. 11, 
4)- 


This is not yet a complete Christology. Its focus is more upon the 
way to be travelled by other men than upon the character of Jesus’ 
union with God. But it does serve to reinforce two points: that 
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the persons of the Trinity are operative, distinctly but inseparably, 
evefywhereT^ and in alTmen, and that the case of Jesus 

is no exception. Though Augustine in his subsequent writings 
through the years said much more than this, he never reversed^ 
the basic principles stated here. Thus a problem is posed to us, and 
we must ~work it through honestly if we wish to interpret 
Augustine’s Christology in an adequate way. 

The problem was discerned by August Dorner, the son of 
Isaac August Dorner, one of the major nineteenth-century 
theologians, in a monograph devoted to the systematic structure 
of Augustine’s thought, and Dorner’s interpretation was taken 
up by Adolf von Harnack in his History of Dogma. 2 * They pointed 
out that Augustine always affirmed that the activity of incarnation 
or assumption is distributed among all persons of the Trinity, 
and therefore the uniqueness of Jesus cannot be explained as an 
exception to the usual mode of divine operation. Furthermore, 
Augustine thinks of God—Father, Son, Spirit—as present 
everywhere, and present everywhere in his fullness, with all of 
hisffieing concentrated at every point (“ totns ubiqiie ”), and there- Q 
fore th e un iqueness ofjesus cannot be explained as a localization 
of the Word in him. 

How, then, can his uniqueness in the midst of creaturely 
reality be accounted for? The only answer is that there is a 
singular kind of receptivity in him to God’s presence and influence. 
The divine activity is focused upon him in a special way, to be 
sure, and is the cause of this singular receptivity from the first, 
even before any human activities could arise. But that divine 
activity is completed and takes effect only when there is a finite 
being capable of receiving it and actually receiving it. And since 
Augustine located the focal point of the union in the human 
mind of Jesus, it must be there y in its abiding receptivity to th e 
Word and its abiding intuition of the Word, that the union is 
realized. It would not be improper, therefore, to speak of a 
human mind and to make it a “psychological center,” though 
without detriment to the language of the Church, long since 




24 August Dorner, Augustinus. Sciti tbeologisches System und seine religions- 
pbilosopbiscbe Anscbauung (Berlin, 1873), pp. 87-107; Adolf von Harnack, 
Lebrbucb der Dogmengescbicbte , reprint of the last edition (Darmstadt, 1964), III, 
124-139; in the English translation, V, 125-134. 
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standardized by Augustine’s day, which spoke of the Word 
assuming the man into unity of person with himself. The kind of 
union Augustine envisaged, a unity mediated by a human mind, 
could involve, given his strongly Platonist psychology and 
epistemology, a perfect responsiveness of the human under¬ 
standing and affections to the ideal plans contained in (indeed, 
equivalent with) the Word, and consequently a perfect coincidence 
between “the Word” and “the man.” 

I know that this interpretation of Augustine is almost every¬ 
where spoken against. The arguments of Dorner and Harnack 
were soon attacked by Ott o Sc heel in 1901, and most subsequent 
writers on Augustine’s Christology, assuming that what is later 
is probably better, have only read his book and let Dorner’s 
lapse into obscurity. Scheel assumed—understandably enough, 
but still erroneously—that Dorner and Harnack were influenced 
too much by their own opinions in Christology and were reading 
them back into Augustine; he could not imagine that Augustine 
did not adhere to what he, Scheel, thought was the traditional 
and orthodox Christology. He himself could not hold to that 
traditional Christology, but he thought in all honesty as a 
historian that it was what he read in Augustine. Several genera¬ 
tions of Roman Catholic scholars, imbued with the Christology 
of the schools, have been disposed to accept Scheel’s interpreta¬ 
tion as a plausible one. But it is time to rehabilitate Harnack’s 
reputation as a historian of theology in this matter, dust off 
Dorner’s volume, and judge Scheel’s study, for all its assemblage 
of texts, as an unperceptive reading of Augustine’s views. 

Scheel is unable to dismiss the point that the operations of the 
Trirrify are inseparable, for it is clearly in Augustine; but he 
repeatedly scoffs at the importance of the other fundamental 
point, that God is present everywhere and that his more intensified 
presence in Jesus is due to a unique receptivity of his humanity 
to the Word. 25 Augustine did take this problem seriously, 
however, and he had a well-worked-out doctrine of divine 
“ presence,” beginning with the Cassiciacum dialogues and 
culminating in Epistle 187, a whole “ treatise on the presence of 

25 Scheel, pp. 46#., 225 ft., 2 4 2 > etc. For what it is worth, Harnack took note 
of these criticisms in the later editions of his History of Dogma and felt that 
they did not affect the points he had made. 




hippo (391-396) x 55 

God,” written in 417 or 418. 26 God, by his essence, is indivisible, -^ y 
and therefore alf of God is present everywhere (totus uhique). And 
yet distinctions can be made. He is “present to” all things, and 
he is “with” them in giving them existence and form and 
direction; but he “dwells in” or “inhabits” only those beings 
which have understanding and volition, and he dwells in them 
only' to~ the extent' tbat they are “with” him, oriented toward 
him with affection and attentiveness (De ord ., I, 2, 4; II, 7, 20). 
According to the later discussion in Epistle 187 (13, 38-41) 

God dwells in only those men who are influenced by his grace, 
and they are able to possess him ( capere ) to greater or lesser 
degrees, according to their readiness. But in Christ the fullness 
of deity dwells bodily (Colossians 2, 9); he is set apart from the 
others because he has been made one person with the Word. 

His uniqueness does not mean, however, that the mode of 
indwelling is entirely unlike that found in other men: the 
difference is comparable to that between the head, which possesses 
all five senses, and the body, which has only the sense of touch 
(this illustration reinforces the suggestion that the unity of 
person is sustained, from the human side, by apprehension of the 
Word); and the indwelling of God in the man Jesus, though it is 
unique, is effected by grace just as much as the indwelling of 
God in other men—indeed, more than in the case of other men, 
for here there is a “singular grace” of assuming him into unity 
of person with the Word ( Ep . 187, 13, 4°)- 

This, I think, is the actual character of Augustine’s Christology. 
Doubtless it is not the only Christology of the early Church. But a 
strong case can be made that it was the Christology generally 
assumed to be true during the first few centuries, until it appeared 
to have been condemned as adoptionism (perhaps through 
misunderstanding or partisanship) in the affair of Paul of Samosata. 

But during a crucial period in the development of doctrine, the 
period between the condemnation of Apollinarianism about 380 
and the Council of Ephesus in 431, it came to constitute the main 
line of development, until once more it fell under suspicion as too 
close toNestorianism. What is paradoxical about it—and this is its 

26 For an excellent treatment of the theme of divine presence, though un¬ 
fortunately thin when it comes to presence in Christ, see Stanislaus J. 
Grabowski, The A.ll-Vresent God (St. Louis, 1954)- 
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value for the reconciling of apparently incompatible concerns—is 
that it can keep the integrity of both the divine and the human, to 
the extent of speaking unabashedly of “the Word” and “the 
man,” and still bring them so closely together that it is possible 
to speak of “one person.” This can be achieved only by placing 
the emphasis upon mind or spirit as the medium of union, for it 
can be at once active and closely conjoined to another. What is 
asserted here is not any less a theory of “real” or “hypostatic” 
union; but the reality involved is mind, and its actuality is 
gained through enactment, not through bare subsistence alone. 
That, at least, is the view of the Platonists among the fathers; 
and their true successors in modern theology are men like 
Schleiermacher and his successors on the Protestant side (up 
through Karl Barth, certainly), or men like Karl Rahner on the 
Catholic side, all of whom recognize, in their diverse ways, that 
human being is intentional, volitional being, and that this character 
of human being must be respected even in Christology. 

3. Sin and Grace 

A sudden surge of interest in the epistles of Paul becomes 
apparent about 394. In quick succession Augustine wrote an 
'Expositio n of Eighty-Fonr Propositions on the Epistle to the Romans , 
then an Exposition of the Epistle to the Galatians , then an unfinished 
Exposition of the Epistle to the Romans , as well as discussions of 
Pauline problems in questions 66 through 68 of the collection of 
responses to various questions. Then he broke off his inquiries 
for a time, either because he had become satisfied in his own 
mind or (what is more likely) in order to state his findings in 
another genre, for this is the atmosphere in which the latter 
portions of book III of On Free Will were written, certainly 
from 18, 50 on. 27 

It was not all Augustine’s own achievement. He learned from 
others, and the study of the influences upon Augustine during 
these years has been the special domain of a succession of 

27 Pincherle, pp. 93-94; hi, n. 29. For discussion of these writings sec, 
in addition to Pincherle, Karl Janssen, Die Entstehung der Gnadenlehre Augustins 
(Rostock, 1936); P. Platz, Der Komerbrief in der Gnadenlehre Augustins (Wurz¬ 
burg, 1937); Lohrcr, Der G/aubensbegriff des hi. Augustinus in seinen ersten 
Schriften bis syi den Confessiones. 
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Italian scholars: Buonaiuti, who first surmised that the unknown 
writer whom Erasmus named “Ambrosiaster” was re sponsible 
for a change in Augustine’s views '~of sin and grace, then 
Casamassa'wIio 7 though he deniedtEelnfluence of Ambrosiaster, 
helped to make the chronology of Augustine’s development more 
precise, and finally Pincherle, who, after an extensive study of the 
writings of the period, showed that the influence Buonaiuti had 
sensed was really a double one, first from Ambrosiaster and 
then, even more decisive, from Tyconius. 28 

The commentaries of Ambrosiaster on the Pauline corpus 
(omitting Hebrews, which the West still thought to be non- 
Pauline authorship) are generally acknowledged to be the most 
impressive literary and historical study of those writings prior to 
the Renaissance. (In this case as in others, Augustine had the good 
fortune to be standing in the way of important and suggestive 
influences.) The same author also wrote a series of questions on 
the Old and New Testaments. One curiosity is that both works 
have survived in several different recensions, probably emanating 
from the author himself. 29 

Internal evidence makes it clear that the author wrote in Rome 
during the papacy of Damasus (366-384) and probably before 
382. He was acquainted with high society, and he had probably 
held administrative posts in the government, for he had a know¬ 
ledge of law but of the kind that an administrator rather than a 
lawyer would have. He had probably lived in a number of parts 
of the Empire, and somewhere had become deeply interested in 
the Jews, for he was aware of the features of synagogue worship 
taken over by the Church. But it has been difficult to establish the 
identity of the author. On the basis of an oblique attack on his 
commentary by Jerome, Isaac the Jew, a convert known to have 
been the center of some controversy in Rome, has been suggested. 
Because Augustine once quotes the commentary as that of 
“Hilarius,” it has been thought that the author was Decimius 
Hilarianus Hilarius, an important layman who held various posts 
in Africa and Italy. In the end Souter suggested Evagrius of 

28 Ernesto Buonaiuti, “Agostino e la colpa ereditaria,” Ricercbe Religiose , 
II (1926), 401-427; Pincherle, pp. 178#. 

29 Both works are printed in PL , XVII. The only critical editions arc of 
the Quaestiones, edited by Souter (CSEL, L (1908), and of the commentary on 
Romans, edited by Vogels (CSEL, LXXXI (1966). 
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Antioch, whose earlier career matches that of Ambrosiaster, who 
then became a presbyter in 373, was acquainted with Basil and 
Jerome, but in 388 or 389 became the schismatic bishop of 
Antioch (at least from the standpoint of Rome and the Paulinian 
faction), thus calling forth Jerome’s comment about “one from 
the Hebrews who simulated belief in Christ at Rome.” 30 

The influence of Ambrosiaster upon some of the teachings 
most'TharacFeristic of the later Augustine is plain. Perhaps the 
fundamental influence is in the interpretation of Romans 5, 12. 
The ambiguous Greek expression e</>’ <5 is understood to mean 
in quo —in Adam all sinned, as though en masse. In what sense? 
Ambrosiaster thinks that all men “sinned” in Adam in that they 
are counted unworthy to eat of the tree of life and are removed 
from it by the imposition of the penalty of bodily death; the body 
is_subjected to death and the soul, separated from the body, is 
exiled to the “underworld.” {infemus). This is not really a doctrine 
of original sin, for neither guilt nor sinful desire is transmitted. 
In Ambrosiaster’s language, only the “ first j ieath,” the dissolution 
of the body, is the result of Adam’s sin; the “s econcL dgath” in 
Hell is the result of each man’s own sins, and consequently 
righteous men are exempt from this second death though they 
must remain in the uppermost portions of the underworld 
“quasi in liberaf under house arrest, unable to ascend to the 
heavens prior to the coming of Christ {In Rom. 5, 12). 

This, without the detail about the underworld, is Augustine’s 
view of the matter after 394. He now thinks in terms not only of a 
transcendental fall of the soul but of the sin of Adam and Eve. 
Because of it all men are born in a condition of mortality, 
ignorance, and difficulty {De lib . arb ., Ill, 18, 5 iff.). This predica¬ 
ment can be called “sin,” he acknowledges, and men can b^j>aid 
tojbe ^ 4 by nature childrea of wrath (Ephesians 2, 3), but all 
that is meant is that man’s present state is the consequence ofthe 
first sin in Adam (III, 19, 54). It is “equitable,” he thinks, that 
Adam should not beget children purer than himself. Their 
condition at birth is penal. But they themselves are without 
guilt, and even this penal state is to be viewed positively, as an 

30 Alexander Soutcr, A Study of Ambrosiaster (New York, 1905), pp. 
i64fF.; The 'Earliest Latin Commentaries on the Epistles of St. Paul (Oxford, 
i 9 2 7 ), PP- 48 - 49 - 
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admonition to, and a suitable point of departure for, a steady 
process of improvement (III, 20, 56; 22, 65; 25, 76). Men are able 
to rise above the state in which they are born, and the only 
‘"guilt,” in the proper sense, that accrues to them is due to their 
own ratification of the weaknesses of their nature and their 
failure to confess their shortcomings and rely upon divine aid. 

Is the position stated in these writings tantamount to what 
will later be known as “Pelagianism” ? Pelagius a nd his defenders 
thought so, and thought that they could cite passages from the 
earlier Augustine against the later Augustine. Augustine, how¬ 
ever, defended himself vehemently. Many scholars have given 
some degree of support to Pelagius’ contention, but when all the 
evidence is sifted Augustine’s judgment, I think, must be sup¬ 
ported. The difficulty is that the later Augustine is sometimes 
approached through caricatures; when he is understood correctly 
one finds that his later position is not far distant from theear lier. 
Though there were significant changes, his earlier views are kept 
from being “Pelagian” in two important ways: mortality, 
ignorance, and difficulty are viewed as a penal state, a con¬ 
sequence of sin, quite different from the state of Adam before the 
fall; and Augustine explicitly denies that man is able by his own 
powers to overcome sin and do God’s will. 

There is not yet a doctrine of “original sin,”,to be sure, for 
Augustine consistently draws a distinction between mortality, 
with its ensuing concerns and inclinations, and consent to those 
inclinations. But he obviously assumes that all men yield, and that 
they quickly become so accustomed to sin that a new kind of 
necessity is added to their lives. Thus men live under two quite 
distinct burdens: 

naturale vinculum mortalitatis consuetudo carnalis (De div. 

quaest.y q. 66, 5) 

tradux mortalitatis assiduitas voluptatis 

ex poena originalis peccati ex poena freqnentatipeccati {Ad 

Simply I, q. 1, 10) 

This conception of the consequences of Adam’s sin suggests, 
on the one hand, that in their fall into sin men are not subjected 
to fate, but, on the other, that once having fallen they are incap¬ 
able of recuperation by themselves. And that is precisely the view 
that is worked out in detail. 
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In Ambrosiaster’s complex interpretation of Romans 5, 13-14, 
Paul’s statement that sin was not counted as sin prior to the 
revealed law is taken to mean that ?nen did not count their deeds 
culpable before God ; they knew the natural law, but thought it only 
a law governing human relationships, not a law according to 
which God would judge their deeds. Thus when Paul says that 
death reigned from Adam to Moses, it is because men, with their 
knowledge of God obscured, thought they could sin with 
impunity. This is the sin “in the likeness of the sin of Adam,” 
for Adam was the first man to deny God and succumb to idolatry. 
There w'ere others who did not sin like Adam, for there were 
faithful men even before Moses; even they sinned, however, 
and had to wait in the underworld for Christ {In Ro/n. 5, 13-15). 
The function of the revealed law, then, is to convict men of their 
sin and induce them to struggle against it; but the law is not 
fulfilled until the giving of the Spirit. While the law of Moses is 
“spiritual,” calling men to life with God, it still consists merely 
of external words; only the Spirit, God himself, gives the inward 
reality (In Ron;. 8, 2). 

This is the basis of Augustine’s classification of the four 
ages (De div. quaest ., q. 66, 3; Prop, ad Ron /., 13-18): ant e leg em, 
~when~men were ignorant of their sin, sufjege , when they were 
aware of it but unable to conquer it, sub gratia , when they believe 
in the Redeemer and struggle against sin with divine aid, and 
in pace , when for the first time the body will be brought fully into 
subjection to the spirit. What makes the difference between law 
and grace is that only the latter gives man the power to struggle 
successfully with sin. In man prior to grace there is enough 
freedom to will not to sin, but there is not the ability to avoid sin 
in actual practice (Prop, ad Ron/., 18). The law is fulfilled only 
through caritas, which gives the mind a delight in the good and 
opposes the delight that is taken in temporal things (De div. 
quaest ., q. 66, 6). 

Clearly the crucial problem will be Augustine’s understanding of 
* the interaction between free choice and divine influence through¬ 
out this process. His analysis of the sequence corresponds in a 
general way, as one might expect, to his four stages of the history 
of salvation; indeed, the latter is only the former writ large. 
What he sees is a process unfolding in stages, not in a continuum. 
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certainly, for salvation is not man’s doing, but a dialectic between 
God and man leading from one stage to the next. 

(1) Augustine views the initial situation of each human life 
as one of potentiality for good, not of fatedness for sin (at least 
one reason for his strong insistence on this is that he is still very 
much occupied with his polemic against Manichaeism). The soul 
is not yet all that it can become (or all that it would have been 
had Adam not sinned), but its shortcomings are to be taken as an 
admonition to change for the better, and the first step that must 
be taken, corresponding to the transition from the situation 
prior to the law to that under the law, is to acknowledge one s 
ignorance of what ought to be done and then to seek after instruc¬ 
tion (De lib. arb.. Ill, 22, 65). And even when men do not react 
appropriately and seek instruction, God in many ways calls 
upon them to return, through both the external law and his 
inward address to the heart (III, 20, 57). 

(2) Man “under the law” makes proper use of his knowledge 
of God’s requirements when he comes to the discovery that they 
cannot be fulfilled by his own powers. This is the specific locus 
of what Augustine calls “ difficulty,” willing without being able to 
accomplish (De lib. arb.. Ill, 18, 51—52; 22, 65). The proper out¬ 
come is man’s seeking of divine aid (adiutorium) in order to 
achieve what is required. 

(3) What makes the transition from existence “under law” to 
existence “under grace” is faith. Augustine understands faith in 
the Pauline way, setting itTn contrast with works, though he 
also notes that faith does not displace works entirely; goodwojks 
are required, but fa ith is the beg inning, and good works will 
follow from it (Exp. ad Cal., 19). Toward what is faith directed? 
Augustine answers, again in Pauline fashion, that it is directed 
toward grace. The term “grace” seems to be used consistently 
to designate a new way of salvation, one based upon forgiveness 
and thus offered to man without consideration of prior merits. 
Sometimes the term refers to the free and merciful character of the 
divine decision lying behind the offer; sometimes to the death of 
Christ, because of which the offer can be made without regard 
to sins (De div. quaest., q. 68, 3); sometimes to the gospel through 
which the decision is communicated to man (“ admonitio vocantis 
Dei” [Exp. ad Rom., 9]); and sometimes as the new “time,” 
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the new dispensation in human history in which this way of 
salvation is offered. 31 The offer is not new in every respect, for 
Augu stine foll ows Paul in saying that many men in the time of the 
law and beforeTFBeheved in the promises of God; nevertheless it 
takes full effect only with the completion of the earthly work of 
Christ. 

Grace, then, is the offer of a definite way of salvation; it is 
preached in order that men might believe, and it is received 
through faith (De div. quaest ., q. 68, 3). Another term, “adiutorium ” 
is reserved to designate the inward aid that is given after man 
believes, enabling him to begin doing the good works required 
by the law. The distinction is not merely terminological. 
Intervening between these two divine acts of gratia and adiutorium 
is the decision of faith, man’s own decision to believe the promises 
of God and to rely upon divine help, forsaking the attempt to 
gain salvation by himself; and aid is given only to-those-who 
respond to the gospel with faith. Faith is the proper culmination 
of man’s struggle with his natural weaknesses, his ignorance of 
the good, and his painful failure to do the good even when he 
knows and wills it; faith is, indeed, the only exit from the human 
predicament, for it is the renunciation of all attempts to achieve 
salvation by oneself and the acceptance of an offer made graciously 
by another. The struggle against sin can now become successful 
with the infusion of love by the presence of the Spirit, for man 
will not only will but do what is good. 32 

(4) The struggle against sin is not completed during the present 
life; man is not yet in pace . Nevertheless Augustine does view 
the Christian life “eschatologically,” for there is already a 
poss"ession“'df the goal in the ‘‘inner man,” which is the “first 
fruits” of salvation. Augustine thought that Paul’s expression 
“the first fruits of the Spirit” in Romans 8, 23 referred not to the 
Holy Spirit but to the spirit or mind of man (an understandable 

31 This is the meaning of the expression “ gratia fidei ” (Exp. ad Gat., 3, 15, 
19), as Janssen (Die Entstehung der Gnadenlebre Augustins , p. 122, n. 114)’has* 
pointed out, for it is made more explicit in De div. quaest ., q. 61, 7, where 
Augustine speaks of “ ter Hum tempus quo fidei ebristianae gratia data est.” 

32 It may help the cause of “ecumenical theology” to note the similarity 
of this analysis of justification to the one Newman worked out on the basis 
of his reading of the theologians of the Church and a fresh study of Paul, in 
his Lectures on the Doctrine of Justification (1838). 
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confusion, for Paul uses Trvevfia in both ways), but he interpreted 
it in a genuinely Pauline direction, linking it with its context 
in Romans 8. Thus the highest part of the soul, the mind or spirit, 
is the first offering man makes to God, reaching out in faith, 
hope, and love beyond the situation of mortality in which 
believers, in common with all men, still groan in travail, but 
with this difference, that they do it with eagerness, “intent on 
the things that lie ahead” (Philippians 3, 13), awaiting the 
resurrection in which the body as well will come to share, for the 
first time, in the benefits of their adoption as sons. 33 Therefore 
though grace and faith belong to the third stage, the adiutorinm 
given by the Spirit really belongs to the fourth, for it is not 
transitory but it is, on the contrary, a foretaste of the peace of 
God, and the only change that will be undergone is an increase of 
love and awareness and enjoyment of God and an extension of 
the Spirit’s control into all aspects of soul and body. 

The entire dialectic of finite spirit with which Augustine has 
been operating, the interplay between the shortcomings of man 
as he is and the possibilities that lie before him, moves toward 
and terminates in the gift of the Spirit: 

Man’s Creator is to be praised at every point, for he gave him the 
capacity to rise from these beginnings to the highest Good, and aids 
him as he advances, and completes and perfects his advance. . . . That it 
cannot instantly fulfill the duty it recognizes means that this fulfillment 
is another gift which it has not yet received. ... By its very difficulty it 
is admonished to implore for its perfecting the aid of him whom it be¬ 
lieves to be the Author of its beginning. Hence God becomes dearer to 
it, both because it gains existence not from itself but from his goodness, 
and because by his mercy it is raised to happiness; for the more it loves 
him from whom it derives its existence, the more surely it rests in him 
and enjoys his eternity more fully (De lib. arb. y III, 22, 65). 

Augustine has come almost to the point of formulating an 
insight about man which will become increasingly important 
to him and will then pass into the later theology of the West, 

33 Sec Jean Pepin, “‘Primitiac spiritus.’ Rcmarqucs sur une citation 
paulinienne des ‘Confessions’ dc saint Augustin,” Revue de l y histoire des 
religions , CXL (1951), 155-202; Aime de Solignac, “Primitiac spiritus,” BA y 
XIV, 552-555; and for Augustine’s interpretation of the whole context in 
Romans 8, Thomas E. Clarke, The Eschatological Transformation of the Material 
World according to St. Augustine (Woodstock, Md., 1956). 


164 AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

that of the “ double gratuity^ of beginning and completion, 
mere existence and thernovement toward beatitude, or, as he will 
put it much later, nature and grace ( De civ. Dei , XII, 9). 34 What he 
says about man’s fulfillment rests on a distinction between man’s 
own powers and the divine aid which supplements them: God 
not only creates man freely, without need or obligation on his 
part, but he also overcomes the instability and self-contradiction 
of finite life and brings man to fulfillment with the further gift 
of the Spirit, again without need or obligation, and if man fails to 
seek or accept this gift the loss will be his and not God’s ( De lib. 
arb., Ill, 16, 45). 

What we find emerging in the various writings of this period, 
then, is a clear-cut framework for the analysis of the relation of 
man to God, more precisely, of human freedom to divine 
sovereignty and initiative. Augustine attempted to take proper 
account of both, for he was simultaneously completing a system¬ 
atic work on free choice, directed against the Manichaeans, and 
grappling with the biblical theme of salvation by grace; he was 
fully aware of the problems involved, and it is not hard to 
understand why he later defended himself so vehemently against 
the insinuation that he had reversed his position in the years 
following these writings. Indeed, the framework of his analysis 
was not even worked out for the first time in dealing with the 
Pauline corpus, for all the components from which a doctrine of 
free will and grace could be assembled were being prepared during 
the preceding years. Lohrer has a useful chapter on the earlier 
development of Augustine’s understanding of grace, and he 
points out that a consistent pattern is followed even in the works 
written in Rome, or certainly in those written in Thagaste: man 
has a capacity for turning toward God and knowing God intim- 
atelyTand when he responds to the divine ^all mthe act ofcon- 
version he_is_given the aid by which to accomplish God’s will 
( capacitas , vocatio , conversion opit/ilatio ). 35 Such passages are incidental 
and probably manifest not Augustine’s own independent reflections 
but the standard assumptions of the Christian community; it is 
difficult to imagine, in fact, what other assumptions could have 

34 See chapter 4, section 2, below. 

35 Lohrer, Der Glaubensbegriff des hi. Augustinus , pp. 233-241, and the entire 
chapter, pp. 224-268. 
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been held by people convinced, as they were, of both the freedom 
of the will and the need of divine aid. But this pattern increasingly 
became more firmly fixed and more fully elaborated after August¬ 
ine encountered Ambrosiaster’s commentaries on Paul. 

What really changes is not his understanding of the dynamics 
of the will or of the character of salvation but his awareness of the 
context beyond man’s own life, namely, the history of salvation 
and especially the work of Christ. It is to this last that we must 
now turn, for Augustine now views “grace,” the offer of a way 
of salvation without regard to preceding merits, as having been 
made possible by the death of Christ in behalf of sinners (De 
div. quaest., q. 68, 3), and for the first time in his career as a 
Christian thinker he has gained a clear conception of the nature 
of the redemption effected by Christ. 


4. The Cross 

One of the points at which Ambrosiaster had the most lasting 
effect on Augustine’s thought is the doctrine of rede mptio n. 
It is well known that this doctrine has undergone a longer and 
more uncertain development than most. The view prevalent 
among the Church fathers was the so-called “ ransom” theo ry, 
according to which the death and resurrection of Christ represent 
some kind of transaction with, or deception of and conquest over, 
the devil. But Ansel m forthrightly criticized the notion that the 
devil had any rights over man and instead worked out the view 
that the death of Christ repairs man’s relationship with God by 
making satisfaction for sins. This view, in one variant or another, 
has been assumed by most Catholics and Protestants since that 
time to be authoritative, and it was even given dogmatic status 
in the Calvinist churches. 

Augustine clearly holds to the ransom theory of redemption. 
But in this matter as in others his thought attracts more than 
ordinary interest, for he did not merely repeat the general con¬ 
sensus of churchly teaching but thought the problem through 
again. I am not sure to what extent his view is unique; to make a 
proper judgment about that a detailed study of the Greek fathers 
would be necessary. But he does indicate how the ransom motif 
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can be made into a creditable theory still worthy of the attention 
of theologians. 

Much of the work had already been done before him by 
Ambrosiaster in the course of his study of the Pauline corpus. 
To him the key passage (for he alludes to it repeatedly) is 
Colossians 2, 13-15: 

And you, who were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of 
your flesh, God has made alive together with him, having forgiven 
us all our trespasses, having cancelled the decree against us with its 
legal sentence; this he took from our midst, nailing it to the cross. 
Having disarmed the principalities and powers he made public 
spectacle of them, triumphing over them in himself. 

The chirographuw , the sentence decreed against the descendants 
of Adam, is taken to be bodily death, the punishment for Adam’s 
sin. The devil has power over man’s mortal body, and he is free 
to use its fears and desires for the purposes of temptation. But 
what the devil has gained in Adam and in all those who succumb 
to temptation is lost in Christ (Ambrosiaster makes direct use 
of Irenaeus with his correlations between Adam and Christ). 
When the sentence is “ affixed to the cross,” sin is overcome and 
the powers who have gained control over man are conquered 
in Christ.” How? Ambrosiaster’s acquaintance with Roman 
law suggested an answer (in his version, at least, the ransom theory 
is just as “jore^sic” as several other theories of redemption). 
An accuser, though he is heard as long as he can prove the guilt 
of those he accuses, runs the risk of being held culpable of 
false accusation (In Row. 7, 4). The devil is led into precisely this 
predicament by his v^eluw^ his jealously of the Redeemer who was 
teaching men to become acceptable to God by renouncing the 
devil (In II Cor. 5, 22; In Row . 4, 23). The powers have put to 
death someone in whom no guilt could be found, and because 
they became guilty in the use of the very authority by which they 
had held guilty souls in bondage, the bond of guilt which held 
men ( sin, but in a complex sense) has been broken—not 
universally, but for all those who adhere to the one “in whom” 
(in whose case) the powers have been made guilty, all those who 
bear the sign of the cross in which they were conquered (In Col. 2, 
13-15; In Row . 8, 3). 
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This is essentially the view that Augustine came to hold. In 
his earliest statement of it (De lib . arb ., Ill, 10, 31) it goes this 
way: the devil, having tempted the woman and caused her and 
her husband to fall, had a just right of possession over them and 
their offspring, for he gained them and kept them in his power 
by fair means, working upon their minds and hearts through 
persuasion and evoking their free consent. But the deyil, who 
held men justly, was also overcome justly. He h ad fi ghts over 
those men who consented to the temptations of concupiscence 
and were thus held guilty before God; but he did not have rights 
over the Second Adam, who lived without concupiscence and 
did nothing deserving death. When the devil slew the righteous 
one he lost his rights, not over all men, for they still consent to 
temptation and are justly held, but over all those who adhere in 
faith to the one whom the devil slew unjustly, having no rights 
over him. 

Two features of this theory have often given offense: the 
suggestion that the devil has rights, and the notion of a ransom 
paid to the devilTWith respect to the former, Jean Riviere (who 
has made the only full-length study of Augustine s atonement 
doctrine) points out that this first statement of the doctrine is set 
within the context of a larger discussion of the providential 
ordering of the world. 36 (My own suspicion is that this one 
paragraph was inserted into a section written earlier, as furnishing 
support for, even a more convincing version of the position 
already stated there.) The question of the third book of On Free 
Will is why the will turns away from the higher good. Augustine 
does not rest with the answer that the will is exercised freely 
and that its defection as such has no reason or cause; beyond that, 
he argues that the perfection or plenitude of the universe requires 
that there be creatures who are free and who, because they are 
finite, have the possibility of either adhering to God or falling 
away from him (III, 5, 13; 12, 35 5 etc.). And when they do sin 
there is an appropriateness about the consequences, an appropri¬ 
ateness which, though it is derived from divine wisdom, is now 
rooted in the very nature of things (EH, 9, 24-27; n, 3 2 > etc 0 - 
When Augustine comes upon Ambrosiaster’s theory of sin and 
redemption he sees it as a verification of the framework he has 

36 Le dogme de la Redemption cbez saint Augustin (Paris, 3 i 933 )> PP- 48 - 54 * 
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already worked out, stressing the sequence of cause and effect, 
free action and its consequences, in all temporal affairs; and in 
turn he will be inclined to formulate the new theory of redemption 
in terms of relationships of ins within the finite order (not abstract 
justice so much as de facto right, permission, concession, appropri¬ 
ate to each case). Events are allowed to take their course through 
the interaction of finite agents and the unfolding of consequences, 
all of it within the framework of a divine justice which has granted 
this degree of freedom and allows the consequences of sin to be 
at the same time its punishment. 

The second^problem is the notion of ransom or price ( pretium ), 
whidVto some later critics suggests an amicable transaction 
between God and the devil. It is apparent, however, that the 
metaphor is used not to suggest a complete scenario but to 
highlight two parallels, which in this case stand at some distance 
from each other: there is a deliverance from captivity, and it 
takes place according to the standards of justice or right governing 
the relation between two parties. What intervenes is not, however, 
a mutually advantageous agreement but an overstepping of the 
bounds by one party, almost a hatfiartia of the sort familiar to 
classical tragedy: the devil, through an excess of zeal, exercises 
his rights in an improper way, and because of this abns de pouvoir , 
as Riviere often puts it, he forfeits his rights over those who adhere 
to Christ. 37 In his sermons Augustine often uses the familiar 
patristic imagery of a tricking of the devil, with the humanity 
of Christ functioning like the bait in a mousetrap (esca in 
muscipuld) ; but this is only a picturesque illustration. Certainly 
Augustine never wished to suggest that the devil was ignorant 
of the economy of salvation; his own view was that the demons, 
though they were deprived of all intimate knowledge of God’s 
purposes, overhead the disclosures made to the patriarchs and 
prophets and thereby were able to devise counterfeit rituals and 
revelations, close enough to the true way of salvation that even 
the faithful sometimes confuse them (De Trin ., IV, 17, 23). 

It would be more accurate, then, to think neither of an amicable 
transaction nor of deception on God’s part but of an open con¬ 
frontation with the forces of evil. And this is at least one feature 
of the ransom theory that makes it worthy of consideration still, 
37 Riviere, pp. 150-153. 
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for, unlike the views of Anselm and Calvin and their successors, 
which locate the focus of redemption in the hidden depths of 
God and even in the intra-Trinitarian relations, 38 the ransom 
theory sets it firmly within earthly life, more in keeping with the 
gospel narratives which present it as a drama played out between 
finite agents—the forces of evil, the human soul of Christ, the 
men who stand between them—with tangible problems of 
religious observance and political policy as counters, with bids 
made in terms of opposed orientations to fife, and the stakes 
being eternal life and death. One can see why the ransom theory 
has gained fresh support in the twentieth century in the historical 
studies of Aulen and the theological reflections of Tillich, for as 
Tillich says it represents God as participating in the destructive 
consequences of estrangement and transforming them. 39 

How, then, does Christ conquer evil ? First inwardly, of course, 
by his own sinlessness in the face of temptation and opposition; 
and this is perhaps what many contemporary theologians have 
in mind when they use the language of the ransom theory. And 
that is important, for one essential feature of the theory is the 
awareness that mortality —with all the fears and anxieties and 
inclinations that follow from man’s life as “flesh”—is what gives 
occasion for sin: as Augustine puts it, the forces of evil have an 
unrestricted power of tempting and rewarding and slaying in the 
flesh, a power which cannot really be restrained in the realm of 
the bodily, though it can be resisted in the spirit ( [De Trin ., IV, 
13, 17); in this way they have access to Christ as well, first through 
temptation and then through the arousing of hostility toward him. 
We might recall, by the way, that the ancient world carried out an 
extensive “demythologization” of its belief in demons, for after 
Posidonius almost every Stoic and Platonist philosopher, almost 
every pagan and Christian teacher assumed that the demons have 
no immediate access to the mind, as God has, but act only upon 
the body and the imagination to arouse fears and desires. 40 

38 Cur Deus bo/no, I, 9-10; Institutio christianae religionis, II, xvi, 2-3. 

39 Gustaf Aulen, Christas Victor (New York, 1951); Paul Tillich, Systematic 
Theology, II (Chicago, 1957), 174-176. 

40 Various sources could be mentioned, such as Cicero, De re publica , VI 
(the dream of Scipio); Porphyry as quoted by Augustine in De civ. Dei y X, 9; 
Didymus, De Spiritu Sane to , 60; and Ambrosiaster, In Rom. 7, 14. For Augus¬ 
tine’s own views see especially Ep. 9, 3 and De ag. cbr. y 1-3. 
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But to say only that is not to speak to the issue as Augustine 
formulated it. Something more is involved than the agon which is 
part of the inward life of every man and whose outcome should be 
the “casting out’ 5 of the devil by refusing to yield to temptation 
(De ag. chr 1, 1). Augustine was concerned rather with an 
encounter between Christ and the powers of evil in which the 
latter were led to forfeit their claims over other men. We must 
ask, then, how he understood and explained this process, how 
the mors indehita , the unmerited death of Christ, cancelled the hold 
of the powers of evil over those men who would adhere to him. 

Augustine assumed, of course, that mortality is the punishment 
of sin, and since Christ had no sin the forces of evil acted beyond 
their rights over mortal flesh, though not beyond their powers , 
in inciting violence toward him. But what constitutes their rights 
is not mortality as such but their success in tempting men and 
holding them under their control. With perfect propriety, 
therefore, we may leave to one side the traditional question 
whether, and how, mortality is among the consequences of man’s 
succumbing to temptation (Augustine’s own views on the matter 
underwent various changes), for the central point is that the rights 
of the community of evil—the deserved bondage of men to evil 
and their sharing in the common destiny of sinful humanity— 
extend as far as there is guilt\ what makes the powers of evil 
act “beyond their rights” in the case of Christ is that, in their 
haste to get an opponent out of the way, they have been led to 
make a false accusation of guilt, whether implicitly (by imposing 
death, which for Augustine is the penalty of sin) or explicitly, 
in the accusations and criminal punishment that are part of the 
narrative of the crucifixion. Jesus dies under reproach; but in 
this seeming victory of the powers of evil the bond of a common 
guilt which has kept humanity in one mass is broken through. 
How ? In that here is one situation in which there is an unambigu¬ 
ous contradiction between the accusation and what is deserved. 
Three things are involved: in his own life Jesus makes an excep¬ 
tion to the general rule that human life is held in the bonds of 
guilt; but in his encounter with the kingdom of evil he is treated 
as though he also fell under that rule; and thereby the kingdom of 
evil is discredited and forfeits its claim over those men who adhere 
to him. 
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Now I suggest that such a pattern is not unique in every 
respect: one thinks of the prophets and righteous men mentioned 
by Jesus himself, who in obedience to God opposed the forces ,. 
of evil and were often rejected as troublemakers and evildoers, 
but whose blood discredits and condemns those who rejected 
them. The difference would be that their case is not unambiguous, ^ 
for it could always be said that they were not without fault 
th emselve s, that their deaths were not entirely unmerited, and 
that their power consisted chiefly in their testimony to the 
demands and the promises of God. But some such pattern, I 
suspect, lies at the heart of Augustine’s understanding of libera¬ 
tion from the community of guilt: as it attempts to draw all of 
humanity into itself, by fair means through temptation or by foul 
means through false accusation, it finds a limit in the faithfulness 
of the righteous man; its seemingly universal hold is broken, 
and the achievement can then be appropriated by others. 

Augustine continued to hold this ransom theory adapted from 
Ambrosiaster; aside from incidental statements it is developed at ^ 
length m 3 e Trinitate , both in book IV (about 406) and in book 
XIII (about 418), and in the Enchiridion (about 423). But increas¬ 
ingly it was supplemented by another theme, that of sacrifice . 

Christ was called the righteous priest who offered his own 
unblemished life to God in behalf of mankind, from whom he 
received his humanity. The function of this sacrifice was said to 
be to reconcile men to God, to reunite them with him and 
overcome the alienation of sin, and it is accomplished by Christ 
in such a way that, while he “remains one” with the God to 
whom the offering is made, he is both offerer and offering “in 
one,” and “unites in himself” those for whom the offering is 
made (De Erin ., IV, 14, 19). 

Rivi&re thinks this means that the ransom theory was becoming 
absorbed by another theory which came to expression only 
partially in Augustine but was completed by Anselm in his 
satisfaction theory. He may be right in seeing some anticipations 
of Anselm’s notion of satisfaction in Augustine; if so, Anselm’s 
concepts might be utilized, if it were done carefully, in describing 
Augustine’s theology at this point. But all this need not imply 
that the thrust of Augustine’s reflections was toward the adoption 
of a satisfaction theory to the exclusion of the ransom theory. 
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Riviere assumes that the ransom motif is made obsolete when the 
new line of thought is followed out consistently and that its 
persistence in Augustine’s own writings is only a vestige of the 
past, not a guarantee that he saw it as something indispensable. 
But it seems to me that the evidence which is gathered and the 
analyses that are made by Riviere himself suggest something 
different: that the two motifs coexist quite well in Augustine’s 
theology and do not absorb but supplement each other. Sacrifice, 
if his analysis of the pertinent texts is at all reliable, is directed 
toward God and makes up for the guilt (reatus, culpa) of other 
men; ransom is an undergoing, at the hands of the forces of 
A evil, of the punishment (supplicium , poena ) that follows from this 
guilt. 41 Sacrifice, furthermore, is treated by Augustine as an 
inward act of total devotion of mind, heart, and strength (this is 
discussed with special sensitivity in De civ . Dei , X, 5 -6), and it is not 
confined to the death of Christ but pertains to his entire human 
activity, so that from this perspective even his death is important 
chiefly as “obedience unto death”; ransom, on the other hand, 
has to do solely with Christ’s suffering a mors indebita with the 
consequence that men are liberated from their bondage to evil, 
though of course the righteousness of Christ is what makes the 
accuser lose this case. 

What this suggests is that Christ’s life of perfect obedience 
can be treated as a sacrifice which establishes a new relationship 
between man and God through what scholastic theology called 
“merit” or “ active obedience,” and his obedience unto death 
might also have Anselmian overtones as a “satisfaction” or 
“compensation” for the past sins of men (a “ bostia pro peccato ,” 
as Augustine says in De Trin ., IV, 12, 15); but all of this can be 
said without forcing upon these functions of his obedience the 
added burden of being the sole explanation of the death of Christ 
and its significance for men: he can be viewed as the priestly 
“representative” of men before God, acting in their place to 
make up what is lacking in their own service of God, without 
requiring that his priestly activity before God include as one of 
its necessary components his suffering of the penalty of sin. 
Augustine, in fact, would have denied that. In his older translation 
of the Bible, the statement that Christ is the propitiation for sins 

41 Riviere, pp. 175-176. 
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(I John 4, 10) implied not that he must suffer their penalty but 
only that he is the lit at or ^ the offerer, of a sacrifice pleasing to 
God (In Joann . ep., tr. 7, 9). Then the death of Christ, considered 
not as the final act of obedience but as death , the undergoing of the 
penalty of sin, will be explained not by the demands of divine 
justice but by the action, indeed, the contingent action (though 
perhaps with the inevitability of a spontaneous inclination) on 
the part of the forces of evil when they are confronted by the 
righteous one. The death of Christ need not have the antecedent 
necessity postulated by Anselm, for, after all, the task of a theory 
of redemption would seem to be not to find an antecedent 
necessity for every detail of the redemption but to meditate a 
posteriori on the character and the consequences of what has 
actually taken place. To be sure, i n Aug ustine's view t he ransom - 
ing of men by the mors indebita of Christ is an essential feature of 
the redemption, for it is the means by which the devil’s right of 
possession over those who belong to Christ is alienated from 
him; and Augustine thinks that the actual sequence of events is 
somehow forseen and planned out in advance, so that God draws 
evil into defeating itself. Still the whole transaction turns upon the 
culpability and thus the freedom of the forces of evil. The death 
of Christ as such is not to be explained, then, in terms of the 
demands of divine justice but in terms of the self-defeating 
excesses of rebellious evil. 

If this dual approach to Augustine’s theory is correct, the 
theme of sacrifice indicates the positive aspect of the redemption, 
Christ’s relation to God in behalf of those men who will adhere to 
him, while the theme of ransom is linked with the negative aspect 
of cancelling the devil’s rights over them. What this suggests for 
the understanding of the whole question of justification is that the 
real obstacle is not the honor or justice or wrath of God himself, 
for God is ready to take men back into his company on the basis of 
their faith in the divine promises or in the righteousness of Christ, 
but the train of consequences within human life following upon 
sin; these have a de facto claim upon men, consistent with 
divine equity itself, keeping them implicated in the community of 
evil and preventing their entry into the company of God until 
two things happen: until some other and stronger claim upon 
them comes into effect, and until a sufficient reason is found for 
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cancelling the prior claim. The former is accomplished in the 
righteousness of Christ, the latter in the forfeiture of their claim 
by the powers of evil; and both are involved in justification, for 
freedom from accusation by, and implication in, the society of 
evil is just as important as being attracted toward and placing 
one’s trust in the righteousness of Christ. 

This is the point of contact between Augustine and Luther, and 
Luther’s insights about the “accusing conscience” may help to 
indicate what is essential to the ransom theory of Augustine and, 
before him, Ambrosiaster. It has already been pointed out that 
the theory is set i n a f orensic framework and uses legal vocabulary, 
for it assumes a cosmos of righffnot might. The ransom theory 
is “dramatic,” to be sure; but the drama is more that of the 
courtroom than that of physical combat. What makes it more 
dramatic and less mechanical than the forensic theories of 
atonement put forward since Anselm’s time is that the setting is 
not the divine court, with God as sole judge, but an interpersonal 
situation in which all parties are capable of seeing the force of 
the arguments, in which the powers of evil can be silenced by 
reminding them of their blunders, and in which the human mind 
and heart (which is the forum of judgment that finally counts in 
each individual life) can assess the counter-claims and, rejecting 
the voices of accusation and despair, attach itself to the righteous 
one and follow in the way of discipleship. There are passages in 
Augustine which sound the same chords as Luther, most notably 
this one from the Confessions (IX, 13, 36) in which he is describing 
his mother’s last wishes: 

She desired only that remembrance of her be made at the altar where 
she had worshiped day by day, for she knew that at it we receive the 
sacred victim by whom the handwriting against us was erased; by 
whom the enemy, who is always reckoning up our failings and seeking 
to convict us, was conquered, not being able to find any fault in him; 
and in whom we as well conquer. Who can return to him his innocent 
blood ? Who can repay the ransom with which Christ purchased us and 
delivered us from him? Your handmaid bound her soul to the sacra¬ 
ment of that ransom with the bonds of faith. Let no one tear her away 
from your protection; let not him who is at once lion and serpent bar 
the way, either by force or by guile; for she will answer, not that she 
has no debt to pay, lest she be convicted and taken into custody by the 
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cunning accuser, but that her debts arc cancelled by Christ, who cannot 
be repaid the price which he paid for us when the debt was not his to pay. 


Here Augustine is close to the Pauline and Lutheran theme of 
the sinister function of “die Law,” God’s demand for men which 
sH!H§Tan3s”over them^but which, after sin, only gives certainty 
of condemnation when they rely upon it for their security and 
can then be exploited by the forces of evil with God’s permission 
and even as the executors of his “wrath.” The problem is for 
men to be transferred out of this legal relation to God, which is 
now effective only for damnation, to a new relationship based 
on “grace,” the forgiveness of sins and the righteousness of 
Christ. The difficulty is not, however, that God is prevented by 
his own justice or wrath from acting for men’s salvation (this 
is the false problem injected by Anselm, and then by the 
Reformers, though it was by and large avoided by the scholastic 
theologians), but that when God in his sovereign mercy acts to 
establish a restored fellowship of men with himself there must 
also be some “just” way by which those men can be detached 
from the community of evil to which they “justly” belong. It is 
precisely at this point that Augustine, following Ambrosiaster, 
clarifies a point that remains vague in Paul, is stated too much 
along Anselmian lines by Luther, and is completely overlooked 
by most other theologians. 

If we want to give a just characterization of Augustine’s view of 
redemption, we must recognize that he finds in it various aspects 
which are really distinct and which resist being driven into a 
single framework of explanation. In his writings there seem to 
be four irreducible aspects to the work of Christ 42 : 

(1) In his earthly activity as revealer and example he makes God 
known to men, proving his love, demonstrating his humility, but 
also leading the perfect human life even in the face of opposition: 
these themes, that Christ has an effect upon men’s minds and 
affections through his words and deeds, are found in Augustine’s 
writings from every period. 

(2) In his inward devotion and total obedience he is the 
reconciler , making a sacrifice “for sin” as the priestly representative 





42 This is a modification of the classification worked out by Portalie, 
DTC , I, 2, cols. 2367-74. 
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of the race in the sense that he compensates for the shortcomings 
of other men. 

(3) He is the redeemer who by undergoing an undeserved 
punishment discredits the forces of evil and ransoms men from 
their solidarity in guilt. 

(4) Finally there is an ecclesial and eschatological function as 
JripMwr and head of a redeemed humanity. This is the framework 
of the fourth book on the Trinity (3, 5-6; 13, 16-18), where the 
purpose of the incarnation is said to be the renewal and reunifica¬ 
tion of mankind. The single death and resurrection of Christ is, 
so to speak, redup licated in its significance for other men, for they 
are subject to theC^/ 75 F^eafhT'of 'both soul and body and have 
need of a double resurrection. Consequently Christ’s death and 
resurrection is both a sacramentum of the current death and 
renewal of the inner man and an exemplum of the future death and 
resurrection of the outer man. In the latter there is a literal 
correspondence between Christ and his followers, who are not 
to fear those who kill the body but are to fill up what is lacking 
in his sufferings in order to gain resurrection and become as he is. 
The former is a figurative correspondence; the bodily death and 
resurrection function in this case as an efficacious sign of something 
else, and certain features of the gospel narratives are taken to have 
only this meaning: the cry of dereliction on the cross, or the 
“noli me tangere” of John 20, 17 (the non tangere is a refusal to 
know Christ after the flesh and a raising of one’s attention above, 
to the right hand of the Father where one’s life is hid with Christ). 

Augustine’s approach to the knotty problem of redemption, 
then, is to divide and conquer. And this is really the practice of 
many later theologians as well, especially when they are operating 
in a doctrinal rather than a speculative context. The scholastics 
habitually listed a number of different aspects of the work of 
Christ, drawing together all the theories that had been championed 
by individuals; and the practice is worth continuing if one can 
find, as Augustine did, the real divisions between these various 
aspects. 


5. Predestination 

One aspect of Augustine’s study of the Pauline epistles has yet 
to be mentioned, and it comes last because it is the one point 
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at which a major shift took place in Augustine’s thought. His 
understanding of free will and divine aid changed little from the 
time of his earliest writings into the period of the Pelagian con¬ 
troversy. But it is different with the problem of election which 
Paul discusses in Romans 9 through 11. 

In the writings that come from the period 3 94-3 9 6 ( the exposi¬ 
tion of the questions on Romans, the unfinished commentary on 
Romans, and question 68) Aug ustine follows Ambrosiaster. 
election is a choice which God makes among men, and since it 
would be unjust if he arbitrarily gave preference to some, the 
choice must be based upon some difference between them, 
foreknown by God; and that difference is one of “merit.” 
This position does not contradict the Pauline doctrine of salvation 
by faith rather than works, for the merit which God foreknows 
isTHStof faith, not of works, that of man’s desiring to do the will 
of God and looking for divine aid, not his accomplishing it. 
The merit of faith is simply man’s response to the preaching of 
grace, accepting the divine offer of aid and renouncing independent 
efforts of his own. Grace is offered freely to all men; its reception 
in faith is theirowiiacLrthe n the aid of the Holy Spirit is given to 
them, and lFthey^remain in the company of the Spirit (which is 
again their own doing) they will inherit eternal life on the basis 
of their good works (Exp. ad Row., 60). (This is the reason for 
his consistent distinction between gratia and adiutorium in these 
writings: grace is offered freely to all, without distinction among 
them and entirely apart from any consideraton of merits, while 
the divine aid which follows upon the reception of this offer 
presupposes the merit of faith.) Even the element of merit 
in faith should not be misconstrued, for Augustine points out that 
faith is made possible only by the call; one can take credit for 
coming when he is called, but he cannot take credit for being 
called, and it is the call which “effects” the decision of faith 
(De div. quaest ., q. 68, 5). 

Romans 9-ii^with its reflections on Jacob and Esau, Israel and 
the^IKQrxdiTTsnrst interpreted in the light of these assumptions. 
It is apparent that Paul spoke in these chapters of God’s fore¬ 
ordination of events and of his “hardening” of certain men, of 
their being drawn by the potter from the same clay (the ??iassa 
luti\ the common mortality which all inherit from Adam [Prop. 
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ad Rom., 62; De div. quaest., q. 68, 3]) but being molded into either 
vessels of wrath or vessels of mercy. But the differentiation is 
thought to be based on foreknowledge of their hidden merits, 
and in order to explain why these merits are sometimes well 
hidden Augustine postulates a call that is issued, it seems, to all 
men, sometimes inwardly, sometimes externally through words 
or visible signs, given sometimes to individuals and sometimes 
to whole peoples, all according to the mysterious ordering activity 
of God (De div. quaest., q. 68, 5-6). Such ideas have not been at all 
unfamiliar to Augustine, but they are now brought to bear in 
support of the essential equality of opportunity for all men. 

// The reversal in Augustine’s understanding of election is not 
•i ^ arc | to pinpoint, for it occurs between the first and second 
f) replies to some questions of Simplicianus, written in 396 or 397, 
after Augustine had become a bishop but probably before the 
elderly presbyter had succeeded Ambrose as bishop of Milan. 
The first question is concerned with Romans 7, and that passage 
is interpreted in the same fashion that we have seen earlier; the 
law is given not to abolish sin but to make it known, to prepare 
man to receive grace by demonstrating to him both his guilt 
and his inability to accomplish the good that he wills, his need, 
therefore, of both the forgiveness of past sins and the infusion 
of caritas for the accomplishment of what is good (Ad Simp/., 

1 > 7 )- Augustine still thinks that the one thing that remains to 
free will, despite its need of forgiveness of past sins and aid in 
overcoming the habit of sinning, is to turn in supplication to God, 
seeking the power to fulfill the law (q. 1, 14). 

In question 2 the basic pattern remains the same (the change 
should not be overdramatized): grace is still the call issued to man 
either outwardly or inwardly, and it is received by faith, but faith 
is only “conception,” not yet the “new birth” which will come 
with the infusion of the Spirit in baptism (q. 2, 2). The only change 
is in Augustine’s understanding of predestination. He reads in 
Romans 9 that Jacob was loved and Esau was hated “when they 
were not yet born and had done neither good nor evil” (Romans 
9, 11). As a result he is now persuaded that election to grace 
(or the refusal of mercy) comes prior to any decision on man’s 
part. Whether a man believes or does not is decided by God, and 
he quotes I Corinthians 4, 7: “What do you have that you did 
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not receive ?” Man receives from God, then, both the act of willing 
and the power to do what is willed, the former through the call, 
the latter through the infusion of love (q. 2, 10 and 12). 

But Augustine must then explain how faith can be man’s own 
act and yet be called forth by God. For the first time he puts for¬ 
ward the doctrine termed “effective calling” in C alvin ism or 
“efficacious grace” in Catholic theology: a vocatio effectrix is 
what brings forth the response of faith, and the reason that 
“many are called but few are chosen” is that those on whom 
God has mercy, and they alone, are called congrmnter , in a way 
suited to their condition (“quomodo seif ei congruere , ut vocantem 
non respuat”) —and then Augustine plays on words to suggest the 
perfect harmony between an efficacious calling and a free response, 
for just as the calling agrees with the one who is called, his 
response is an agreeing with and an accommodating to ( congruere 
and contemperari) the one who calls (q. 2, 13). 

This explanation is in keeping with Augustine’s general theory 
of volition: the willing or not willing (nutus) is our own, but we 
cannot will anything at all unless something comes before the 
mind delighting and attracting the affections, and what will 
come before the mind is not always within our own power, for 
it is something that “comes to us” ( ocairrit ) and is “presented” 
(visum) to the mind (q. 2, 21-22; cf. De lib. arb.. Ill, 25, 74). 
This theory of willing on the basis of what “occurs” to us has 
been assumed in all of Augustine’s writings from De ordine on. 
What is new is not that faith depends upon the call ofi grace, but, 
that the call is not issued t o all with the same fo rce, and whether 
or not a man believes is dependent upon the character of the 
call. 

Such a theory of grace must require as its corollary some 
explanation of the destiny of the others, those who are called but 
not chosen. It must be that they have not bee ncalled_congruently 
or efficaciously, and this circumstance is ultimately derived from 
' GodV'TtaSng” them, or rather their sin, or “hardening” them, 
and this is nothing else than his deciding not to have mercy on 
them (nolle misereri [q. 2, 15]). It is not that God is unjust to these 
and just to the others, but that he is just to these and merciful to 
the others; according to a hidden “equity ” some men , in just 
punishment are abandonedj ojhejr sin so that its consequences 
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can unfold and take their full course, while others are rescued 
,by divine mercy. 

Though all of this takes place within the framework of divine 
justice, the real explanation of this outworking of the consequences 
of sin, it is to be noted, is the nature of the finite process itself, 
not the mysterious counsel of God; the latter explains only the 
mercy given to some. Consequently the metaphor describing 
the human race as a single lump of clay from which vessels of 
honor and dishonor are shaped gains new importance. Augustine 
had already used it to describe the solidarity of the race in the 
consequences of the sin of Adam, but the possibility of escape 
had been held out to those who freely responded to the call of 
grace. Now he says that only those who have been shown a 
special mercy are called ou^of ffiTThus the net of earthly con¬ 
sequences is drawn tighter. But how ATherei s. not vet a doctrine 
of or ig inal sin. But Augustine now begins to think of man as 
being captured by his first sin and becoming increasingly 
accustomed and addicted to them. 43 This is the meaning of the 
statement (q. 2, 20), usually misinterpreted along the lines of 
Augustine’s later doctrine of original sin, that “carnal desire, 
reigning in man as a punishment for sin, has drawn the whole 
human race together into one and the same conspersio (a moistened 
lump of clay), because the original guilt has permeated throughout 
(originali reatu in omnia pernianante ).” 

The changed interpretation of predestination and grace could 
have come in part from the pressure of internal difficulties, for 
Augustine at the close of question 68, probably written in 396, 
faced the difficulty that men are sometimes said to have been 
called while they were still in the womb or even while they were 
still in the loins of their father (q. 68, 6). But Pincherle has shown 
that the decisive influence was Tyconius’ Book of Rules, specifically 
the third rule concerning faith'and works. 44 The parallels between 
the second reply to the questions of Simplicianus and Tyconius’ 
discussion of faith and works are striking. Both of them use such 
texts as I Corinthians 4, 7 (“What do you have that you did not 
receive? And if you received it, why do you boast as if it were 

43 Athanase Sage, “ Pcche origincl. Naissancc d’un dogmc,” REA, XIII 
j1 7 jf' 212 ‘ ^6is view, he suggests, should be called not peche orieinel but 

peebe d ortgme, sin “from the beginning” of each individual life. 

44 The work has been edited by F. C. Burkitt (New York, 1894). 







HIPPO (391-396) l8l 

not a gift?”), I Corinthians 1, 31 (“Let him who boasts, boast 
of the Lord”), and Ephesians 2, 8-9 (“By grace you are saved 
through faith, and this is not from you, but it is the gift of God, 
not because of works, lest anyone boast”). These are precisely 
the texts mentioned by Augustine many years later in his retro¬ 
spective analyses of the development of his understanding of 
grace (first in Contra dtias epistulas Pelagii , then in the R etractationes^ 
then in De praedestinatione sanctorum and De dono per severantiae, 
finally in the unfinished work against Julian). 45 In those writings 
Augustine stresses the crucial importance of I Corinthians 4, 7 
upon his own thinking, and he says that it came to him as though 
by divine revelation (De praed . sanct ., 4, 8). But he makes no 
mention of Tyconius. Instead he connects this text with Cyprian’s 
Testimonial where, indeed, it does appear. But Pincherle points 
out that Cyprian did not understand the text in the sense given 
it by Augustine, and by Tyconius before him; it may be that 
Augustine’s recognition of this fact led him to stress the authority 
of the apostle rather than the father. 46 

Why is it that Augustine suppresses the influence of Tyconius? 
Partly because of his concern in the debates with the Pelagians to 
prove the antiquity and catholicity of his own views, a concern 
which led him increasingly to make extensive citations of Greek 
and Latin fathers in order to prove, against the charge of innova¬ 
tion, that his doctrine had ecclesiastical authority. 47 And if this 
makes Augustine appear too cynical, Pincherle also suggests 
another reason for the failure to mention Tyconius: that he was 
unknown beyond Africa, and since Augustine was writing for a 
wider public he remained silent about him where he might have 
acknowledged the insights of another dangerous figure, such as 
Origen, who was better known. 48 

The influence of Tyconius, in fact, is acknowledged obliquely 
during that same period, late in Augustine’s career, for he added 
a long section to De doctrina Christiana in 426 to bring it to com¬ 
pletion and in one passage (III, 33, 46) mentioned the Pelagian 
controversy in connection with Tyconius’ third rule. Augustine 
is gentle in his judgment of Tyconius, who, he says, did not 

45 See the analysis of the passages in Pincherle, pp. 175ff. 

46 Pincherle, p. 178. 

47 Pincherle, pp. 179, 187. 

48 Pincherle, p. 188, 
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write with precision because the Pelagian heresy had not yet 
arisen. And it is certain that Augustine did read the Book of Rules 
in 396 or 397 while writing the third book of De doctrina Christiana, 
and what is said in a letter (Ep. 41) written about this time to 
Aurelius, the bishop of Carthage, suggests that he broke off 
writing the work at the point where, thirty years later, he began 
to discuss Tyconius’ rules because an acknowledgment of the 
influence of a Donatist might have compromised him. 

When Tyconius and Augustine are compared, it is evident that 
Tyconius did not furnish the crucial propositions but only con¬ 
fronted Augustine with some texts from the Pauline corpus which 
changed his understanding of the contrast between faith and 
works, promise and law; the end product was Augustine’s own, 
derived from his earlier convictions and perplexities. But what 
Augustine learned with Ty coniu s* aid had such an impact that it 
constitutes the major turning-point in his thought. All that he 
had worked out concerning the freedomand Bondage of the will, 
the call of grace and its reception through faith and the infusion 
of love, came to be seen in a new light; it was not so much 
modified as brought to what seemed to be a fitting conclusion 
in the conviction that the will is so bound by custom that it 
cannot free itself, cannot even receive the promises of grace and 
seek divine aid, but must be called forth by a divine invitation 
that is suited to the particular situation of each man, that is issued, 
therefore, by a providence which has watched over the details 
of his life from the beginning. This is the new understanding 
of man—and of himself in particular—to which Augustine found 
himself directed by his reflections on grace, and it gave, I suspect, 
the most intimate impulse toward the fresh examination of himself 
and his own past that he carried out with such originality in the 
Confessions ; it also supplied the insights which enabled him to 
take up again, confidently and successfully this time, the more 
speculative tasks at which he had earlier tried his hand in the 
uncompleted commentary on Genesis. And perhaps his new role 
as a bishop gave him both the obligation and the liberty to under¬ 
take intellectual activities of greater scope. In many ways, then, a 
period of apprenticeship was ended and Augustine at the age of 42 
was ready to stake out the ground for the building of a theological 
edifice which would have the stamp of his own artistry on it. 





PART TWO 


The Master 


CHAPTER 4 


Exploration (397-410) 


All the indications suggest that a major turn came in 
Augustine’s thought at some time in 396 or 397 with his arrival 
at a fully Paulinized understanding of grace and the bondage of the 
will. He broke off De doctrina Christiana, wrote the Confessions, 
projected a De Trinitate in which he would attempt to defend 
and to understand the doctrine of the Church, elaborated a 
comprehensive cosmology, at once philosophical and religious, 
within which to interpret the entire creaturely realm (first at the 
end of the Confessions and then in the long Genesis commentary 
which is the repository of most of his philosophical reflections 
for over a decade), and revised his evaluation of the Platonists 
as a result of fresh encounters with Porphyry’s anti-Christian 
polemics. A continuity in his interests and his basic assumptions 
extends from 397 until about 410 or 411, when a host of new 
influences began to pour in upon him. 

Something of a stage-setting for this period is probably to 
be found in his work On Christian Instruction, written, he says, in 
the time just after becoming a bishop, thus in 396 . The work is 
important because it operates on two fronts simultaneously, 
revealing something of Augustine’s concerns with both, for it is 
on the one hand an examination of exegetical method, making 
use of the tools of classical culture, and on the other a critical 
scrudnyof that culture and an attempt to draw out the best in it 
and displace the rest with the heritage of biblical religion. Both 
fronts must be considered together if the work is not to be mis¬ 
construed and Augustine’s real concerns are to come to light, 
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for he never wishes to approach either the Bible or classical 
culture without the other. 

Marrou in his classic study has underlined the cultural import 
of Augustine’s change from a “philosophical” to an “ecclesi¬ 
astical” milieu. Augustine, who had earlier identified himself 
with the world of classic al li terature and philosphy and shared 
its goals even whenHfiiTthought they could be attained only by 
following the way indicated by Christianity, now affected 
ignorance of and distaste for classical writers, in the typical 
ecclesiastical manner, lest he seem to recommend classical culture 
in its entirety, including its mythology and its spectacles. 1 He 
retained his lively interest in dialectic and rhetoric, but n ow th ey 
were put^to practica jjr&e-asj pols for studying t he Scriptures and 
persuading men to follow their teachings. 

By way of putting the matter into perspective Marrou suggests 
that the Christians were attacking not culture as such but its 
decadence and sterility in post-Hellenistic times, and under such 
circumstances their cultural asceticism may even have represented 
the true humanism. Their criticisms should not be over¬ 
dramatized, he thinks. After all, they knew only the one culture 
of Greece and Rome and remained immersed in it despite their 
attacks on it; their actual function (and perhaps their conscious 
aim as well) was to evaluate and correct an existing culture, 
not to destroy it or to construct a new one. 2 

Augustine is quick to acknowledge the value of much that has 
come from classical culture: its social institutions, its historical 
narratives of past events, its descriptions of the natural world, 
its practical arts with their ability to channel physical processes, 
and above all the rational disciplines of dialectic and mathematics 
which lead the soul beyond the changeable world ( De doct. chr ., 
II, 19, 29—39, 59). But these are to be rigorously controlled; 
they are not to become ends in themselves but are to be put in the 
service either of man’s practical needs in the conduct of life or of 
the interpretation of Scripture (II, 39, 59). Hejidopts, for a time, 
Ambrose’s theory that ^whatever is good and true in Plato’s 
philosophy was learned-,from Jeremiah when they were both in 
Egypt (II, 28, 43) and even more audaciously expresses the 

1 Marrou, Saint Augustin et la fin de la culture antique, pp. 346 - 347 . 

2 Ibid ; PP- 352-355- 
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opinion that whatever is of value in the writings of the pagans 
can also be found in the Scriptures, with much more besides 
(]X~^7^3)T“Hergoes to the extent of recommending the com¬ 
pilation of glosses on Scripture so that Christian readers will not 
have to study anything more than is necessary (II, 39, 59). It is 
easy to see why Augustine’s remarks were taken by the medieval 
glossators and commentators to be a prescription for under¬ 
standing everything in function of the imagery of Scripture, so 
that the latter becomes the only fixed point of reference and all of 
nature and history is dissolved into a symbolization of its truths. 
But that was not Augustine’s understanding of the matter. He 
was too vividly aware of what classical culture had achieved, 
quite independently of the biblical heritage, and too vividly 
aware of the cognitive status of its empirical reports and rational 
deductions, to fall into that kind of particularism and authori¬ 
tarianism; his approximations to it were a passing fancy, though 
unfortunately an influential one. 

A more reliable indication of his actual assumptions is found 
in the comparison, derived from Irenaeus (Adv. Haer ., IV, 30), 3 
of the rational disciplines and the ethical investigations and the 
monotheistic aspirations of classical culture with the gold of the 
Egyptians, to be taken from them as from unjust possessors and 
put to proper use by the new Israel (II, 40, 60). What he had in 
mind was a vital process, never completed and never to be taken 
for granted but continually to be enacted anew, of bringing 
every thought into captivity to Christ (II Corinthians 10, 5), 
of “leaving the society of pagans under the leadership of Christ”; 
and this meant not merely fleeing Egypt with the stolen booty 
but “observing the Pasch,” that is, devoting all these things to 
God in love (II, 40, 60—41, 62). Far from devalui rig^classical 
culture, Augustine intended to exalt^jt; he thought that this 
episode during the Exodus was a figure —a mere foreshadowing— 
of a far more momentous occurrence in the transformation of 
classical culture by the Greek and Roman Christians (II, 40, 61). 
The Gentiles have a certain status in Heilsgeschichte because .of 
their sciences and their philosophy_(cf. Conf ., VII, 9, 15); this is 
the glory of the Gentiles, just as the glory of Israel is that from 

3 Berthold Altaner, “Augustinus und Irenaus,” Tbeologiscbe Quart alscbrift, 
CXXIX (1949), 165-168 (KpS, pp. 197-200). 
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them come the covenant, the law, the promises, and the Christ. 
The difference is that the heritage of the Gentiles, unlike that of 
Israel, is not transmitted in an uncorrupted form and must first 
be corrected by the authority of Scripture. 

What Augustine actually championed, and even more clearly 
practiced, was not a narrow biblicism but an ongoing encounter 
between philosophical reflection and careful study of the biblical 
text. This means that his thought can be taken as a prime 
illustration of the pattern that H. Richard Niebuhr termed 
“ Christ transforming culture.” 4 The transforming power comes 
from the instruction given in revelation, the new self-under¬ 
standing aroused by the gospel, the new motivations infused 
with caritas . But there must be something already there to be 
transformed. And it is evident from the character of Augustine’s 
achievement that the outcome of the transformi ng processes 
dependent upon both~^ther~classical ancTtEe bibl ical heritag e: 
without the one or the other it would not be what it is. Augustine 
may not have been even dimly aware of the extent to which he was 
reading the doctrines of classical science and philosophy into the 
biblical text, for the practice was a standard one and his was a 
historically unsophisticated age; he thought that he was dis¬ 
cerning, with the aid of secular knowledge, truths hidden in the 
text from the first. But on either interpretation of the matter, his 
or our own, what he was doing had the character of a “correla¬ 
tion” between general human experience and the particular 
insights of the people of God, and Tillich is right, I think, in 
saying that the actual practice of any great theologian is not to 
follow slavishly the letter of Scripture or the conventional 
doctrines of the Church but, while taking them altogether 
seriously, to think them through again with the aid of the best 
knowledge and critical reflection of his time. 5 

We shall find that this problem of relating revelation and 
culture dominates Augustine’s thoughts during a succession of 
daring explorations. But we shall also encounter a number of 
striking changes of attitude that occur within the space of 
a decade, and it will be our task to try to discern their 
causes. 

4 IT. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York, 1951), pp. 206-218. 

5 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology , I (Chicago, 1951), 59-66. 
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In De doctrina Chris tiana Augustine was brought to think seriously 
about the contributions of classical culture, t he tensio n of its 
more licentious and idolatrous features with Christianity, and the 
final convergence of all that is true and good in human culture 
with the biblical revelation. But his reflections break out of the 
theoretical genre and become autobiographical in the Confessions , 
where observations on the educational process, the vocational 
aims, the amusements and the passions of late Roman society 
occupy an important place. It is notoriously difficult to discern 
the scheme of organization of the Confessions , let alone Augustine’s 
motives in undertaking the work, 6 but there is merit in Pincherle’s 
suggestion that, along with whatever else it may be, it is a kind 
of sequel to De doctrina Christiana and that the writing of the latter 
work was interrupted because he found a better vehicle for 
investigating the same problems. 7 It may be that Augustine, in 
writing of Cyprian and Lactantius, Victorinus and Optatus and 
Hilary, and the many still living who had fled Egypt (De doct . 
chr. y II, 40, 61), began to think of himself, of his debt to Cicero 
and Plotinus and many others, but also of the influence of classical 
culture in drawing him into the mire and holding him there, and 
felt impelled to reconsider, in the light of his new discoveries 
about grace, both the course of his own life and the character 
of the culture that had shaped his thoughts and ambitions. 

The writing _of^it^Confessions was probably occasioned by a 
combination of internal and external factors—his new renown 
asVblshop, inquiries about his earlier life, attacks on his integrity, 
his own reflections on classical culture, his new understanding 
of grace, all of them together requiring a massive reexamination 
and reinterpretation of his own life. Whatever the relative weight 
of the various motives, th e Confessions fu nctio n as ajvind of first 
Ke tractatio . T oward the end of his life, in 426 and 427, Augustine 
"iooked back over his entire literary output and “reconsidered” 
the things he had said and the influences to which he had con¬ 
sented. But that reconsideration was not the only one he under- 

6 For a survey of some of the discussion of this question see Solignac, 
BA, XIII, pp. 26-36. 

7 Pinchcrle, p. 194. 









190 AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

took. Repeatedly he was led to reconsider his life and opinions, 
and it seems that the works in which he does this—scattered 
passages in the Cassiciacum dialogues, perhaps On True Religion , 
certainly the Confessions , some aspects of On the Trinity and The 
City of God —are his most original. He “put more of himself” 
into them, not only in that he worked at them with a greater 
intensity and made more direct use of introspection, but in that 
he disclosed in them, covertly or by name, the influences that 
left a permanent impress on his thinking. Such writings disclose 
the broad continuities in his life, the problems to which he 
repeatedly turned his attention, each time with new subtlety of 
insight and accuracy of conceptualization. Karl Jaspers has 
pointed out a similarity between Augustine and two modern 
figures, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche (he is also aware of their 
differences, of course, but the similarity is still striking): all of 
them “thought with their blood,” in a highly personal way; 
each time they came to a problem it was examined afresh, and they 
were not afraid to change their minds, nor were they afraid of 
small inconsistencies in thought and expression, for they knew 
that it was all held together in the unity of their own life; and 
finally, all of them were led to reflect upon the changing course of 
their own thought and reexamine their literary productions. 8 

The Confessions is one of those works which deserve being read 
sentertee^Tsentence in the original, guided by a detailed com¬ 
mentary of the sort that has yet to be written or by a teacher able 
to hear all its resonances, for this work which, read casually in 
translation, often seems a commonplace expression of an all too 
familar piety is really a carefully textured work of art in which 
almost every sentence is laden with reflections of biblical language 
and of Augustine’s own philosophy and theology.^ItJsjioJLjjust^n 
autobiog^aghjcaLxecord of the past. It is an attempt to interpret 
thatpast with the aid of his curre'nfconvictions, many of which are 
in "continuity with his earlier writings—tfie-use of the parable of 
the Prodigal Son to interpret his own career, for example, antici- 
pated in the Soliloquies , I, 1, 5 precipe fugitivum tuum , Dornine , 
clementissme Pater ”), and its ne o-P]atonist analogue in the theme 
of the wandering and returning of the soul in a journey of the 
affections—but all of which are set in a different light by his newly 

8 Karl Jaspers, The Great Philosophers , I (New York, 1962), 213-214. 
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acquired understanding of the bondage of the will and its libera¬ 
tion by the efficacious calling of God. This means that studies, of 
the Confessions must of necessity fall into different genres; some 
are concerned To get back to the events narrated, some are 
focused upon the framework of interpretation imposed at the 
time of writing, some study the literary artistry of the narrative. 

Augustine claims not to falsify the record: “There you see me 
as I was,” he will write later in Epistle 231. Nevertheless he does 
not attempt to evoke the experiences of the past in a disinterested, 
“aesthetic” fashion; he describes and interprets them, often 
frankly “editorializing,” from the perspective of the present, and 
this is an essential part of the undertaking: 

I want now to recall the abominable things I did in times past and the 
carnal desires that defiled my soul, not because I value those sins, but 
because I value you, my God. For love of your love I shall retrace my 
wicked ways (the recollection of them is bitter, but I do it in order to 
savor your sweetness, a sweetness which does not deceive but is secure 
and brings lasting joy), and I shall gather myself together again follow¬ 
ing the dispersal of my affections which tore me apart when I turned 
away from you, the only Unity, and lost myself in multiplicity (II, 1, 1). 

It is not accidental, then, that Augustine should recall the past 
in God’s presence, under the form of prayer, for the coherence of 
his life in the past, present, and future is supplied by God; the 
reality of the past is to be discovered not through reliving the 
feelings and the assumptions of times long vanished, but through 
heeding the instruction that comes through revelation and re¬ 
collecting the past in constant encounter with God. 

But it is precisely because of his belief that God has supplied 
continuity throughout and that revelation has given the key to 
the interpretation of the whole story, that Augustine wants us 
to see the way and not merely the goal. He is not retracing his 
steps merely in order to ask forgiveness for what he has been. 
He thinks that it will also help to reveal something of the true 
character of man’s life before God. And yet what it discloses is 
not one simple pattern. Sev.eral, _different patterns emerge, 
tangled together. 

1. Most apparent, perhaps, is the theme of wandering arid 
homecoming. Augustine, looking back,^senses that he has always 
been immersed in evil. “Where and when was I ever innocent?” 
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he asks (I, 7, 12). We should remember that his thought about the 
origin of man’s bondage to sin is now in transition. He must 
come to grips with the Pauline conception of man, which sees 
in Adam the origin of mortality and of sin itself. Where he had 
assumed the preexistence of the soul (though with no great 
conviction), he1i6w views it as only one hypothesis among others 
and gives to the theoretical question of the soul’s origin a position 
far inferior to the practical question of its destiny and the measures 
man is to take in view of that destiny (De lib . arb ., Ill, 20, 5 5—22, 
63). 

Augustine tries, nonetheless, to discover when and how the 
bondage to sin originates. He points out the peccadilloes of 
in fants (I, 7, 11), and thinks that infants are differenTfrom adults 
not in being any more innocent but in lacking the abilities to 
carry their selfish inclinations into effect. Throughout the dis¬ 
cussion Augustine still assumes that the situation of the soul 
is determined by its own attitudes and decisions, sometimes not 
fully conscious, to be sure, but clearly its own. The mortal body 
furnishes the occasion for sin, but it does not do away with the 
soul’s essential freedom, and the individual soul bears responsi¬ 
bility for becoming captured by too great familiarity with and 
affection for earthly affairs. Robert Q’Conne ll has marshalled 
impressive evidence that throughout the Confessions Augustine 
utilizes the Plotinian theme of the ^ajP’ of the soul and various 
kinds of imagery drawn from it. 9 And yet Augustine must 
be taken seriously when he says that he holds the question of the 
preexistence of the soul open. The imagery of the fall must be 
considered ambiguous, then, open to various interpretations. And 
what seems most likely is that it is used in such a way that it does 
not imply preexistence but rather describes the character of infantile 
experience. Augustine’s theory is no longer that the origin of sin 
is in the preexistent soul’s nostalgia for the body. B ut he ha sjiot 
yet come to a doctrine of origina l sin. His" theory at this time is 
rather what Athanase Sage has termed “sin from the beginning” 
(pecbe d’origine in contrast to peche originel ): because of the mortality 
of the body which is the consequence of Adam’s sin there is an 
inclination toward sin, a temptation which is acted upon in the 

9 “The Riddle of Augustine’s Confessions: A Plotinian Key,” International 
Philosophical Quarterly , IV (1964), 327-352. 
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first personal act of an individual; from then on he becomes 
increasingly entangled in sin. 10 

Augustine finds it hard to say much about his experiences as 
an infant. But what he recalls of his boyhood years reinforces the 
sense of having been lured away and immersed in an evil milieu. 
He was drawn into the “bitter sea” of a humanity united in only 
one purpose, the seeking of temporal happiness on earth (XIII, 
17, 20). He speaks of the “tides of temptation” which beat upon 
him during his youth (I, 11, 18). Even the educational system 
conspired against him; for when languages were taught, it was 
with the aid of the epic poems of Homer and Vergil, in which the 
deceit and lust of the gods were glorified. 

We are carried away by the stream of social custom, and who can 
withstand it? Will the torrent never dry up? How much longer will 
it sweep the sons of Eve down to that vast and terrible sea which can 
scarcely be crossed even by those who climb up on the ark of the 
cross? (I, 16, 25). 

And there is the famous sentence at the beginning of book III, 
used by T. S. Eliot in The Waste Land : “To Carthage then I 
came, where a cauldron of unholy loves sang all about my ears.” 
What_ a man l oves will det ermine the character of hisjife. But 
“love can be directed toward anything at all, and Augustine, 
looking back, finds that his life was wanton and futile; he had 
freedom, but it was a “fugitive’s freedom” (III, 3, 5). 

He was aware of what we call cultural conditioning, and he 
saw its moral and religious import. Of course he believed that man 
is always a sinner; but he felt that a man’s location in history is 
important to the shaping of his life. The temptations and the sins 
are not always the same, for the cultural milieu will present 
different inducements and different possibilities. And Augustine 
was able to discern this fact because he himself had made such a 
perfect adjustment to his culture: he had been born in a modest 
social position, with a mother who was as ambitious for her son 
as she was pious; he had sought and gained the approval of his 
culture, rising through the channels that were available to young 
men with energy and ability. The values of classical civilization 
lured him, and he wandered into the far country. 

10 Athanase Sage, “Pcchc original. Naissance d’un dogma,” REA , XIII 
(1967), 219; 223-233. 

7 + 






AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 



194 

But why should it be that Augustine thinks even the years of 
wandering and distraction worth recalling? It is not only because 
they are instructive about the nature of man’s alienation from 
God. In a strange way they even make a contribution of their own. 

2. There is, then, something of the idea of felix culpa . Even 
sin contributes to the total scheme of things, for when men 
make a bad use of the freedom which God has created, God is 
able to make a good use of their evil wills. Somehow even the 
darkness has a function in relation to the light. 


What is it about man that makes him rejoice more at the salvation of a 
soul for which all had despaired, or at the deliverance of one that has 
been in great danger, than when hope has never been lost or when 
there was not much peril? 

Why is it that in our part of creation there is this alternation of defeat 
and progress, of hurt and reconciliation? Is this the rhythm that you 
gave to the world when, from the highest of the heavens to the lowest 
things of earth, from the beginning to the end of the ages, from the 
angel to the worm, you allotted appropriate places and times to good 
things of every kind and to all your righteous works ? (VIII, 3, 6 and 8). 


* 


When Augustine describes the history of the human race, despite 
its evil, as a harmonious song made up of antitheses, or as a 
chiaroscuro painting, he does not intend to gloss over the 
seriousness of evil or to suggest that God is in any way responsible 
for sin. On the contrary, he has a sense of dynamic process through 
it all. Men sin on their own account and strive against God; 
but God is able to override the evil loves and actions of men and 
make them contribute to the accomplishment of his own purposes. 
And Augustine sees that kind of providential guidance in his 
own life, as when he speculates that his own ambitions and 
the enticements of other men were the means used to draw him 
from Carthage to Rome and closer to the circumstances which 
would contribute to his conversion (V, 8, i4ff.). 

3. But there is even more than this. Perhaps most interesting 
about Augustine’s account of himself is that he sees running 
throughout his life a straight line of d evelopmen t, a constant 
growth. For despite his moral uncertainty, he made steady 
Intellectual and psychological progress. Something good was 
emerging even in the midst of evil. His life was not only the Yin and 
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Yang of wandering followed by homecoming; it was also a steady 
journey toward wisdom. From this perspective the Confessions 
follow the typical form of the novel, describing the education 
of a young man, I ds movem ent from innocence to exp erie nce, 
his initiation into the realities of life, his gaining of maturity. 11 

This theme of steady progress and growth is not immediately 
apparent in the Confessions , for Augustine expends most of his 
efforts in suggesting that the time before his conversion was 
‘Tost time”: 

I was compelled to memorize the wanderings of someone named 
Aeneas, while I was oblivious to my own erring ways, and to lament 
the dying Dido, who killed herself for love, while all the time I was 
dying in the midst of these things, far from you, o God my life. And I 
was so miserable as to bear it all without shedding a tear (I, 13, 20). 

Nonetheless Augustine acknowledges that he did learn to use the 
Latin language elegantly—and eloquently—from his study of 
the Aeneid . Hisclassical_ education helped him to unfold his 
potentialities^and^ bring them to full exercise. And the crucial 
event, of course, was his reading of Cicero’s Hortensins, which 
^redjiim t o searc h forTmegrity,and true happiness, whatever 
thejCmlgfu be. Classical culture also assisted him throughout 
his search, bringing premature resolutions under criticism and 
finally giving him a glimpse of the Promised Land itself. 

But homecoming is something else again. Augustine describes 
the way in which, even after he was convinced of the goal to 
pursue, he was unable to will wholeheartedly to seek it. He 
inquires, in retrospect (VIII, 9, 21), why this strange phenomenon, 
this monstrum , occurs: the mind is obeyed when it commands the 
body, but not when it commands itself. The ability to will is in 
man, and if he were to resolve fully to turn to God he could do it, 
for all that is needed is an act of will: in this case to will is already 
to do. And yet, when the mind orders itself to make this act of 
will, it does not carry out its own command. The problem, of 
course, is half-heartedness; the command is given hesitantly, 
with uncertainty, without the whole will. As it turns out, then, 
it is no monstrum , no strange phenomenon; it is quite simple: 

11 See especially Anne Brunhcmer, “The Art of Augustine’s Confessions,” 
Thought, XXXVII (1962), 116-117. 
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the will is divided, partly willing and partly not willing, perhaps 
willing three or four or five conflicting things. This division 
of the will against itself is no mystery, needing to be explained, 
for example, in Manichaean fashion in terms of conflicting 
principles of good and evil. It is quite understandable as a sickness 
of the soul ( aegritudo animi ), and the sickness is that of ambivalence 
and vacillation. Augustine describes it almost clinically in his 
Exposition of the Epistle to the Galatians (ch. 54) written a few years 
earlier: when we are faced at the same time by carnal custom and 
by the demands of righteousness, and have a certain liking 
(dilectio ) for both of them, we may be drawn for a moment by 
fear toward one of them more than the other, but quite unwill¬ 
ingly; or if there is equal fear or anxiety on both sides, then we 
pause, weighing them both, pulled both ways by the fluctuating 
loves and fears; but in neither case will there be decisive action. 

This sickness of t he soul ^ this dividing of the will, is not, 
Augustine says, anything that man would wish upon himself. It is 
not something that he does so much as something that he suffers ; it 
is not sin as such but the punishment of sin. Acts which are first 
committed freely are punished by addiction to those same sins. 
The misdirecting of the will leads to taking pleasure in what is 
willed, and then one becomes accustomed to it, and familiarity 
soon becomes necessity (Conf, VIII, 5, 10). Augustine finds it 
incredible that man should be thought at every moment of his 
life to have the same degree of indeterminate freedom, as though 
nothing had ever happened. The fact that man exists in time is 
constitutive of his being; he is shaped by his accumulated decisions, 
his whole existence is affected by the loves which draw him in this 
direction or another, and then he will no longer be in a position to 
act de novo y with the freshness of a new beginning. 

This was Augustine’s situation just prior to his conversion. 
As Courcelle has pointed out in his discussions of the Confessions, 12 
Augustine represents himself as Hercules at the crossroads, 
confronted by women beckoning him along divergent ways— 
Continence with her numerous sons and daughters, calling him 
toward the life that he knew to be integral to the proper pursuit 
of wisdom; but also his former mistresses, to whom he was 
still attached by strong memories and affections. He knew, he 

12 See chapter 1, section 2, above. 
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says, the step that he wanted to take; and yet the closer he came 
to it, the more he shrank from it. Why? Because of the power of 
“custom,” such familiarity with a pattern of behavior and such 
emotional attachment to it that he could not think of himself 
without it and consequently could not cut himself loose from it 
(Gw/., VIII, 11, 26; cf. the discussion of the adhesive power of 
love, and its effect upon the life of the mind, in De Trin ., X, 8, 11). 

The impasse is resolved, as we have seen, not in his giving way 
to a flood of tears and throwing himself down under the fig tree, 
not in his hearing the words, “Tolle, lege” but in his reading of the 
Scriptures and having them speak directly to his condition; and I 
have argued that this presentation of the matter, while not 
necessarily untrue to the facts, is shaped by his fresh theological 
conviction that man is converted by being called in a way 
“congruous” with his individual needs. 13 His will, he believes, 
has always been free in principle; but it remained in bondage to 
its own misdirected affections until it was “called forth by a 
divine summons (IX, 1,1). 

The whole process, both of slipping into bondage and then of 
discovering the way to be taken and being liberated for it, is 
quite credible in human terms, and Augustine devotes m uch effort 
to analyzing his own experience as accurately as possible and 
infef^ting"irinTfie _ h^ht _ oriiis philosophical and theological 
convicdons. Must we not say that the literary and rhetorical 
power of the Confessions —extraordinary even among the works 
of Augustine—is due to his tenacious resolve neither to let his 
own experiences stand at face value, unexamined, nor to accept 
any interpretation of his life which could not be supported in 
some way by those experiences; his insistence, then, that both 
fact and interpretation be brought together and fused and assayed 
in the crucible of restless inquiry in direct encounter with God ? 


2. Cosmos and History 

Augustine, like most of the fathers, took a special inter est in the 
creation narrative for the reason that it furnished (Ihristians, 
living marculfural atmosphere much concerned with origins and 

13 See chapter i, section z, above. 
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causes, an authorized Peri archon , and one which had striking 
parallels (at least as they invariably read it) with the best of 
Greek philosophy. Augustine came back to the opening chapters 
of Genesis again and again—in his early work on Genesis against 
the Manichaeans (3 88—3 89), in his unfinished literal commentary 
(393~394)5 i n the closing books of the Confessions (401), in the 
long commentary on Genesis (begun about 402), and in books XI 
and XII of The City of God (417), each time building on his earlier 
insights and elaborating them further, always proceeding, to be 
sure, with an air of inquiry and acknowledging the possibility 
of alternative interpretations, but with a basic confidence that he 
was moving in the right direction and with a steady crystalliza¬ 
tion of his views. 

Though his exegesis may seem fantastic and far-fetched to the 
modern reader acquainted with more historically disciplined 
methods of interpreting a text, what he attempted to accomplish 
is not really alien to our own aims in exegesis and in theology, for 
he tried, first, to pay scrupulous attention to the text in all its 
details (and though he was able to work only with a Latin 
translation, it preserved faithfully the many grammatical and 
conceptual peculiarities of the Hebrew original) and, second, to 
bring revelation and the best of the science and philosophy 
accessible to him into fruitful encounter—not anticipating that 
revelation would be merely a confirmation, in more popular 
language, of rational knowledge (for Augustine was prepared 
to find that revelation upset many of the precipitate judgments 
of the philosophers), yet confident, on the other hand, that the 
deliverances of revelation, when reflected on with the aid of the 
best of natural knowledge, would yield a superior and perhaps 
even more reasonable philosophy. 

Judged according to his own aims and in the light of the 
knowledge, both of the book of Scripture and of the book of 
nature, available to him, Augustine’s achievement is astoundingly 
successful. He succeeded in giving (probably for the only time 
in the entire history of exegesis, for what it is worth) a satisfactory 
interpretation of the opening chapters of Genesis as they stand, 
with all their perplexities. Though it will not convince those 
who are aware of the difference between the Yahwist and the 
Priestly writer and the possible backgrounds in the earlier 
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religious history of the Near East, they will be in a position to see 
the massive obstacles Augustine had to overcome in giving a 
unified interpretation to those chapters. And he not only respected 
the text as it stood; he was able to bring his own scientific and 
philosophical questions to it and come back with a plausibly 
restructured cosmology and metaphysic. In this he ranks with 
Philo and Origen, and he probably surpasses them in both 
thoroughness and steadiness. It is striking how far he goes beyond 
one of the major works of the generation preceding him, the 
commentary on the Hexaemeron by Basil of Caesarea (a work which 
he himself used in the translation of Eustathius). Basil s exegesis 
is straightforward, quite unlike Augustine’s penetrating and 
imaginative procedure, and it is far more antagonistic to the sug¬ 
gestions of the philosophers. Augustine gained a few useful 
insights from that work, to be sure; but they are among the few 
instances of Basil’s taking scientific and philosophical problems 
seriously. 14 Augustine is much more inclined than Basil, in 
defending the Bible, to refrain from too hasty an assertion of the 
power of God and instead to acknowledge the problems and 
wrestle with them by reasoning philosophically, in the manner 
already demonstrated by Origen. It is only later, in The City of 
God, that he begins to invoke divine omnipotence and the 
authority of Scripture (in part, perhaps, because the tide was 
now running against Origen). 

We have already seen the outlines of Augustine’s exegesis 
beginning to take shape in the unfinished commentary on Genesis 
written during his early years in Hippo. 15 He began to applyjhe 
Plotinian doctrine of “spiritual matter” to the~angels, thinking it 
corroborated byTlie~language oflhe creation narrative, and this 
theme is what furnishes continuity to all of his subsequent 
ventures in exegesis. Though he proceeds cautiously, with 
constant questioning and conjecture, he is convinced of the 
basic rightness of his interpretation and moves steadily ahead 
elaborating it. 

In the twelfth and thirteenth books of the Confessions the 
outlines are sketched clearly for the first time. The heavens and 

14 See Berthold Altaner, “Augustinus und Basilius dcr Grossc,” Kerne 
binedictine, LX (1950), 17-24 ( KpS , pp. 269-276). 

15 Sec chapter 3, section 1, above. 
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the earth of the first verse are respectively the spiritual and the 
corporeal creation. The angels who adhere to God are called a 
h eaven above the visible heavens, or the house of God, or the true 
Jerusalem, because God dwells with in thei x_r n ind.9 > both as the 
primary object of their knowledge and as the animating principle 
of their wills (similarly Augustine in his sermons on the Psalms 
often calls human souls, the elect within the earthly Church a 
“heaven” 16 ). 

Following this summary statement in verse 1, Augustine thinks, 
the narrative goes on to indicate the factors that have contributed 
to the production of an ordered cosmos: the “material !! principle, 
which is formless matter in the case of the corporeal world, 
indeterminate and wavering life in the case of the spiritual 
creation; the “ formative” princip le, the divine Word; and the 

dynamic principle, the basis of rightly directed movement 
and the guarantee of continuity, the Holy Spirit. If the formless 
earth of verse 2 should be, following the interpretation of verse 1, 
the matter from which the whole corporeal world was made, 
then the obscure deep must be spiritual matter, the changeable, 
groping, unstable life which created minds would have led if 
left to their own resources. But materiality is not left to itself; 
the Spirit hovering over the deep represents the generosity of God 
by which things not only are given existence but are led to the 
highest and best mode of being of which they are capable by 
being joined to the formative power of the Word. 

The first utterance of the Word is, “L dthere be lig ht”: the 
first thing to be created, that is, fully formed, is the light of the 
first day. Augustine has a perfectly consistent solution to the 
vexed question what this light, created before there were any 
luminari es in t he side s, might be: jt_is, he suggests, God*scallmg 
upon the spiritual creation to ~turn^wardTum 
adhering to God and contemplating him without cessation, to be 
illuminated by the eternal Wisdom and become fully “formed.” 

As theologians since Peter Lombard have recognized, the 
discussions of the light of the first day are the chief locus of 
Augustine s doctrine ofnature and grace, the distinction between 

10 For citation of the numerous passages where this identification is found, 
see Fulbert Cayre, Les sources de 1 'amour divin. La divine presence d'a pres saint 
Augustin (Paris, 1933), p. 84, n. 4. 
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what finite spirit can become on the basis of its own resources and 
what it can become through the gracious activity of God. I have 
tried elsewhere to analyze in detail Augustine’s views on this topic, 
views which, because they are expressed in such a veiled symbolism 
and in the form of commentary rather than theological exposition^ 
are easily misconstrued if they are not overlooked altogether. 17 

Augustine had long since known that finite spirits must turn 
toward God as the fullness of being both out of a realistic assess¬ 
ment of themselves (for they cannot cut themselves off from the 
whole, as though they were equal to God) and for the sake of 
perfect happiness (for this can consist only in the possession of 
that which will not pass away); he had also come to see the Spirit 
as the principle of right orientation and stability, the basis of the 
love for God and the adherence to God by which lasting beatitude 
can be attained. But it is only now that he explicitly formulates the 
“ double gratuity ” of beginning and fulfillment (though he was 
feeling his way toward it in De lib . arb ., Ill, 16, 45; 20, 56; 22, 65). / 
At the beginning of the thirteenth book of the Confessions he 
states that the illumination of the angels is not their own 
accomplishment and that it is given to them not out of necessity 
or need on God’s part, nor as a matter of right or of exigency on 
the part of creatures, but as a gift. The gift presupposes the 
existence of a recipient, but both the creation of a being capable 
of receiving the gift and the giving of the gift that is to be 
received are gratuitous acts on God’s part. The hovering of the 
Spirit over the waters is interpreted as an attestation to God’s 
sovereignty over the world and his benevolence toward it, and 
thus a denial of any indigence in God or any dependence upon 
the course of finite events for the completion of his own nature 
( Conf XIII, 1, 1; 3, 4—4> 5; De Gen . ad litt ., I, 7, 12). 

What is it that grace adds, over and above the nature of 
intelligent creatures ? It is not a new destiny, that o f gaini ngjull. 
happiness in th e visio n ofjGod, as it is for many of tRescholastic 
theologians, for Augustine assumes from start to finish th at this 
is the only destiny suited to man and that it follows from hisinamre /. . 
as an intelligent bHngTTSlor is it a new set of powers for "the 
attainment of a destiny toward which man strives but is incapable 
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17 Eugene TeSelle, “Nature and Grace in Augustine’s Expositions of 
Genesis I, 1-5,” RA, V (1968), pp. 95—137. 
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of reaching, for Augustine assumes that t he mi nd, by its nature, 
is set in relation to the eternal Word and is capable of immediate 
in tuitio n^of God, though he thinks this impossible when the 
mind is dulled by sensual affections; he readily acknowledges 
that die Platonist philosophers have been able to catch a moment¬ 
ary glimpse of God before again falling away, not being able to 
endure THe brilliance of the divine light. The insufficiency of 
nature lies not with the capacity of the finite mind hi.it wi th the 
[instability of the finite will] and the function of the grace )of the 
Spirit, when it is offered, is to overcome this instability of the 
will by arousing and sustaining the fervor of love and thus 
bringing its powers to full and persistent exercise. 

Still following the pattern worked out a few years earlier in 
connection with the conversion of man, Augustine thinks of the 
process in four stages: 

ffiirst there is “spiritual matter” with its formlessness and 
fluidity, in other words, the indeterminacy of finite life, capable 
of apprehending and being formed by the Word, yet intrinsically 
unstable, always threatened by the possibility of flagging in its 
zeal or being distracted by other concerns. 

Second, there is the “Fiat lux” the diving ca ll issued to 
spiritual creature^ so that they will turn towarcTGod. This cannot 
be interpreted as a mere announcement that adherence to divine 
Wisdom is the sole basis of true happiness; more than that, it 
must be an invitation and a promise , offering something new to the 
ones addressed, a destiny and with it a task to be fulfilled. What 
is offered, in a way analogous to the grace given to sinful men, 
is the assistance of the Spirit in seeking and remaining in the 
divine presence. But this assistance is conditioned upon the free 
act of conversion. 

Third, then, there is c onve rsion on the part of the finite will. 
It is called forth by the divine invitation, but it is genuinely the 
act of the creatures'themselves. 

Finally the will, having responded to the invitation, is 
enkindled and sustained by the gift of the Holy Spirit infusing 
caritas , which is identical, it will be noted, with the unambiguously 
good exercise of the will: 

In your Gift we rest; there we enjoy you. Our ‘‘place” is our rest. 
Love bears us there, and your good Spirit delivers us, lowly though we 
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are, from the doors of death. In good will we come to peace .... My 
“movement” is my love; by it I am borne, to whatever place I am 
borne. By your Gift we are kindled and borne aloft; burning with your 
fire, onward we go toward the peace of Jerusalem. There good will 
shall so install us that we shall will nothing else than to remain there 
eternally ( Conf ., XIII, 9, 10). 

The terminus of this pilgrimage of the spirit is the unceasing 
vision of GodT Itls made possible by caritas, the steady adherence 
of die will to God; but it is not identical with caritas, for love, 
however intense, remains a mere desire apart from its fulfillment 
in the possession of that which is desired, and the possessing 
in this case is through knowledge (De civ. Dei, XII. 9). In 
contemplation the creaturely mind, possessing divine Wisdom 
through knowledge and thereby participating in it, “become s^ 
light.” It is onlyjn this unceasing contemplation of God that__ 
fimte~iife~find sperfect stability and res t; the inttlflsic~mutaEHity 
of^mteT^TFlieutranzed (cohibetur) in possessing the eternal 
God and possessing him with the certitude that this possession 
will not come to an end (Conf., XII, 9, 9; n, i*> 1 5 > * 9 )* This 
inhibition of temporality, it should be noted, is not so much 
physical as existential (it is not “behind” but “in” consciousness 
and freedom): the concern of finite spirit with the problems of 
its own existence is brought to a satisfying resolution, so that 
it finds joy in God and is distracted by no fond memories or 
bitter regrets concerning the past, no hopeful anticipations or 
restless wishes concerning its own unending possession of 
happiness. Even here Augustine stresses the grace of divine 
faithfulness, supplying continuity where creaturely mutability 
might still call beatitude into question (Augustine, unlike 
Aquinas, thinks that it is possible for a finite will to fall away 
from even the unmistakable good of the vision of God). 

Apgn cfinp dn es-not us e the ter m “ grac e” in connection with 
this topic during these years, though he applies it later (De civ. 
Dei, XII, 9) and it is obviously pertinent to his analyses. To what 
exactly would it refer, given his usage at the time ? Primarily to a 
decision of God concerning the destiny of intelligent creatures, 
a decision "whose background in God’s freedom is symbolized 
by the hovering of the Spirit over the waters and whose com¬ 
pletion is symbolized by God’s seeing that the light was good. 
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What stands between is the issuance of the call, “Fiat lux” 
and, following upon the response of conversion, the infusion of 
the Spirit. In both the beginning and the completion, Augustine 
thinks, God’s initiative and the perfect gratuity of his action are 
stressed by the biblical narrative: in the Spirit’s hovering over 
the waters and the giving of the invitation, the initiative is taken 
* n or der that finite life mj.ght^be_chaQged.for . the better th roug h 
conversion and adherence to God (“/// fieret”)\ in God’s seeing 
drartHeTigfitls good, in other words, in the adherence of intel¬ 
ligent creatures to God with the aid of the Spirit, the initiative 
is taken in order that it remain what it has become (“at rnaneat ” 
[De Gen. adlitt ., I, 5, 11; 8, 13]). In the case of the angels the gift of 
the Spirit leads directly to beatitude, for their decision to respond 
or not is all-or-nothing, while in man there is a time of pilgrimage 
and testing before lasting happiness is attained; but in either case 
it is clear that Augustine thinks of grace as leading in the end to 
the perfecting of finite life by its stabilization and full formation 
in God. 

When Augustine wrote the closing books of the Confessions in 
400 or 401 he had forged his interpretation only through the first 
five verses. The rest of the creation narrative was treated as an 
allegory of the-earthly life of the people of God, very much like 
that which he had worked out ten years earlier in the com¬ 
mentary written against the Manichaeans; and he even thought 
that there were textual indications that it should be interpreted 
figuratively (Cortf, XIII, 24, 37). Whether he also thought of his 
interpretation of the first five verses as allegorical is uncertain. 
In any case the last part of book XII (23, 3 2fF.) is a discussion of 
the problems of biblical interpretation, and it is important as a 
disclosure of Augustine’s own exegetical assumptions and pro¬ 
cedures in dealing with perplexities such as those encountered in 
the creation narrative. He views the logical obscurities and the 
grammatical peculiarities of the text as an open invitation to the 
reader to penetrate beyond the surface in seeking its “ meaning.” 
He thinks that a passage like the creation narrative has a kind of 
multi-dimensionality; it can be construed in a superficial way 
without gross distortion in more primitive ages and among simple 
people, but the inquiring mind will want to face up to and follow 
through every paradox, confident that the labyrinth was con- 
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structed by the divine author to lead to meanings which are at 
first only latent. Taken literally by the simple, the words are a 
“nest” in which faith is nurtured; but on further meditation they 
appear as a “leafy orchard” filled with hidden fruit (Conf, XII, 

2 7, 37~ 28 > 3 8 )- 

Such a method of interpretation is commonly found in 
manuscript-oriented religious communities (it is characteristic 
not only of patristic and medieval Christian exegesis but of 
rabbinic exegesis and can doubtless be paralleled in other cultures). 
It has many similarities with the dominant method of literary 
interpretation in the twentieth century, and this is not surprising, 
for it is one way of taking a text seriously—indeed, the only 
way when historical studies, which might cast light upon the 
background of the text and the meanings of the words, are 
undeveloped and when the text is honored for what it says and 
is not viewed as an expression of human experiences or a symptom 
of social or psychological tensions. 

Augustine, without ever forsaking the allegorical method 
(indeed, he considered it a matter of faith [De Gen. ad lift ., I, i]), 
decided a few years after writing the Confessions to undertake a 
literal commentary on the opening chapters of Genesis, interpre¬ 
ting them not as a figure of the economy of salvation but in their 
“historical” sense as an account of things done. In the process he 
made much use of physical and metaphysical speculations, doubt¬ 
less hoping to show that reflection undertaken within the sphere 
marked out by revelation and faith can defeat learned but proud 
men even at their own game. 18 He acknowledged that non- 
Christians know much about the natural world on the basis of 
experience and reflection, and it would be foolish if Christians 
were to become “delirious” and make irresponsible use of 
biblical passages, not understanding their true meaning, and 
thereby exhibit their ignorance in the presence of learned men. 
The real harm, he says, would be not that these over-zealous 
Christians would be held in contempt, but that educated men, 
whose salvation the Church seeks, might reject “our authors” 
(the writers of the Scriptures) as indocti (De Gen. ad lift ., I, 19, 39). 

18 For this aspect of Augustine’s interests, sec Marrou, Saint Augustin et la 
fin de la culture antique , pp. 374-377, 455-456, and Pepin, Tbeologie cosmique et 
tbeologie ebretienne , pp. 406-422. 
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The accusation of Porphyry that the apostles were ignorant 
men always irritates Augustine; he glories in it when moral 
courage and the gaining of salvation are in question ( De Trin ., 
IV, 18, 24), but he rejects its implications when the truth of the 
biblical revelation is in question. The problem is that educated 
men, seeing that Christians say erroneous things about matters 
in which they have knowledge, might infer that what is said 
about the resurrection of the dead and eternal life is also false; 
he does not want Christianity to suffer undeservedly the fate that 
Manichaeism deservedly suffered with him by making claims that 
conflicted outrageously with natural knowledge. He has con¬ 
fidence that whatever has been discovered about the world on the 
basis of reliable evidence cannot be inconsistent with the Bible, 
and, on the other hand, that where secular writers are clearly 
inconsistent with the Bible they can be proved, or at least believed, 
to be wrong, for Christ p os sesse s (in the words of Colossians 2, 3) 
“all the treasures of both_\yisdom and know ledge, sapientia and 
scientia 55 (De Gen . ad litt. y I, 21, 41). 

The point immediately at issue in this discussion concerns the 
waters above t he firmam ent. Origemhad decided that the natural 
order of the elements requires' the interpretation of these waters 
above the firmament as a covert reference to the angels. Basil, in 
the commentary which Augustine now had in his hands, attacked 
this exegesis and offered the view that the “firmament” is not 
something solid and resistant but quite simply the region of the 
atmosphere, which we often call the heaven, and in which there 
are indeed waters which fall in rain or snow ( Homilies on the 
Hexaerneron , III, 8-9). Augu stine now.ignores Origen’s inter¬ 
pretation, kicking away the ladder by which heTiad reachecThis 
theory^)? spiritual matter, reports Basil’s (De Gen . ad lift., II, 4, 7), 
and lends his support to another view (not his own, for in the 
unfinished commentary, 8, 29, he reports it as the opinion of 
others) that there are waters even above the atmosphere in the 
form of minute particles of ice, and that these explain the slow 
thirty-year orbit of Saturn, contrasting so drastically with the 
one-day orbit of the astral heaven just beyond it. 

In neither this passage nor any other is Augustine engaged in 
original scientific speculation. But he manifests his confidence 
that the biblical fait h can stand with the b est ^)f sec ular thought, 
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and his posture is altogether undefensive; he has respect for the 
work that has been done, and if he does not stand in exactly the 
same place as the philosophers, at least he is not opposed to 
them. Like the Augustine of the early years after his conversion, 
he seems to feel the excitement of reason’s quest and wishes to 
take part in it, though in a believing way. For a time (probably 
between 402 and 405, when he had few interruptions and was 
was able to work steadily on De Trinitate and the Genesis com¬ 
mentary 19 ) there is a pure joy in intellectual inquiry of the kind 
that Augustine does not always manifest. It is a period devoted 
in large part to what he himself called scientia , the knowledge 
of created things, in contrast to sapientia , the seeking and con¬ 
templation of eternal things (Ad Simply II, q. 2, 3; De Trin., 
XII, 14, 23 and 15, 25; XIV, 1, 3). It is authentic knowledge , not 
belief or opinion, and it is made such by the element of rational 
certainty in generalization and inference. 

But all of this does not mean that he has turned to pure specula¬ 
tion about the cosmos and lost his interest in human history and 
its relation to the beginnings of things. Indeed, from that period 
come both the overview of human history in De catechi^andis 
rudibus and the defense of the Catholic Church in De baptismo. 
Furthermore, it is evident that the calling of the angels in the 
“Fiat lux ” is the archetype of human history, both in the found¬ 
ing of the heavenly City, the ultimate destination of the saints, 
when a portion of the spiritual creation responds to the divine 
call, and in the fall of the demons who will draw the human race 
into their sphere of influence. But Augustine has not yet made 
that connection in the explicit way that will form the theme of 
The City of God . The two cities still belong to human history 
"aloueTtlae retrojection of their origins to the angelic realm at the 
beginning of time is only gradually being worked out. What is 
more important for Augustine’s thought during these years is 
that the founding of the heavenly C ity, as God’s first and highest 
conferral of order beyond himself, sets the context within which 
all else in the natural world and in human history takes place. 
Thus the cosmological groundwork is being laid for what he will 
later say about the history of the human race and about the 
focusing of all events upon the pilgrimage of the saints toward the 

19 Mcllct and Camclot, BA, XV, 562. 
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heavenly City. It is these cosmological dimensions, not alien to 
the history of salvation but rather broader than and inclusive of it, 
that Augustine proceeds to explore in the creation narrative. 

Once he began to follow out his singular interpretation of the 
opening verses of the creation narrative he seems to have been 
struck repeatedly by its potentialities for elaboration into an entire 
cosmology along Platonist lines. Since the ancient world-view 
was shaped primarily~by the discovery of the mathematical 
regularity of the movements of the heavens, it is not surprising 
that th e rule of the cosm os b„y angelic beings was ofy greatest 
importance^ toAugustine,^ as it wag to otherancient rnen . The 
oddities of ancient science and mythology (and though it is 
hard to say where to draw the line between them, there is a 
distinction) should not obscure for us the metaphysical principles 
at work in Augustine’s discussion; we must first follow him the 
whole way and understand sympathetically his picture of the 
world, and only then attempt to detach from it any insights that 
may be immune to the collapse of ancient cosmology. 

Augustine notices that the narrative repeatedly utilizes a 
curious three -stage formula: “God sai d, ‘L et there be’”; “and 
sojjLwas made”; “and God made”. His explanation is that every 
created thing is first made, so to speak, in the eternal uttering 
of its idea in the Word of God; then in the knowledge which the 
angels have of the thing, still to be created, in its idea within the 
Word; and only last in its finite actuality (De Gen. ad lift ., II, 
6, io—7, 15). This does not mean that the angels are the mediators 
of creation; Godjs the sole creator, the one who makes things 
in their separate Existence. But Augustine thinks, on the basis 
of the text and because of his own philosophical proclivities, that 
no creatures beneath the angels were created “without their 
knowledge” (De Gen. ad lift ., IV, 22, 39). This introduces a kind 
of symmetry into the entire creative process, since the angels 
themselves have been brought to full actualization through their 
own knowledge of the divine Word, and its explains why the 
clause “and God made light” is absent in the narrative of the 
first day alone, for it would have been redundant (De Gen. ad lift ., 
II, 8, 16). Knowledge, according to the Plotinian ontology which 
is the basis of Augustine’s interpretation of the opening verses 
of Genesis, is constitutive of the full actuality of an intelligent 
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being; and Augustine soon found corroboration in Scripture, 
where man is said (Ephesians 4, 23-24) to be renewed and become 
a new man through his knowledge ( agnitio ) of God, his con¬ 
formation with the Image of God ( De Gen . ad litt. y III, 20, 30-32). 

The culminating achievement in this train of thought is 
Augustine’s interpretation of the six days, each with its evening 
and morning {De Gen . ad litt. y IV, 21, 38—35, 56; De civ . Dei y 
XI, 7). He has noticed that the text speaks not of “the first day” 
but of “one day” (Hebrew does not differentiate between 
cardinal and ordinal forms for the number one, and this peculiarity 
was faithfully transmitted in the Septuagint and in the early 
Latin translation). This curious expression reinforces another 
biblical passage (Ecclesiasticus 18, 1) which, in Augustine’s 
translation, says that^God created all things simul (the original 
says a!tone/her). Creation docs not take place in six days, then, but 
is completed in the first moment of time. 

What, then, are the six days ? Nothing more is said of them than 
that they consist of evening and morning. Augustine, perhaps 
totally unaware of the cycle of the Hebrew day, and in any case 
assuming that any natural day must be terminated rather than 
begun in the evening, had the far more imaginative idea that the 
unusual sequence (first evening and then morning) symbolized a 
dimming and brightening, a declination and ascent, in the atten¬ 
tion of the angels. 

For a first exercise to get one’s reflections moving in the right 
direction {De Gen. ad litt. y IV, 22, 39—23, 40) one can think of 
the days as a rapid survey of all the realms of creation: the evening 
which concludes each day is the angels’ looking in turn at each 
realm (first themselves, then the firmament, and so on) as it is 
completed and stands forth in its own being, the outcome of 
God’s creative intention, yet inferior to what it has been (and 
remains) in the divine ideas; the morning which follows is their 
referring of these various creations, already completed and already 
known in their own being, to the praise of the Creator; and the 
new day reaches its full brightness in their looking to the divine 
ideas to see what is next to be created. 

But the angels’ knowledge transcends a temporal succession of 
this sort. All the days arc simul. Therefore the succession of days 
is to be converted into an abiding structure {De Gen. ad litt. y IV, 
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24, 4iff.) based on the contrast between the comparative dimness 
of the knowledge of created things in themselves and the un¬ 
obscured lucidity of the knowledge of those same things in God’s 
ideal projection of them as they should be. The angels’ know¬ 
ledge, dominated as it is by an unbroken contemplation of God 
and the divine ideas, always remains /*day’’ ; but they also know 
created things as they are in themselves, and this looking down¬ 
ward is ‘^evening” (only a comparative dimness in relation to 
noontime knowledge, not a darkening, for it is never night, there 
is never a knowledge of created things to the exclusion of a 
knowledge of the Creator); and the proper relating of these two 
modes of knowledge by referring all knowledge of the creature 
to the glory of the Creator is “morning.” All the days are simply 
a reiteration of the one day, the perfect lucidity and unity of the 
angelic community which is God’s first creation (IV, 31, 48), 
and this reiteration is to be understood not as a temporal succes¬ 
sion but as a properly articulated knowledge, an ordinata cognitio 
(IV, 23, 40) of the whole of creation according to the distinctions 
between its various realms, coming full circle in the seventh day, 
an unending day without evening, with the enjoyment of God as 
the ultimate end. To those who might think that all of this is a 
far-fetched allegorization Augustine retorts, What is a more 
proper and literal meaning of light than the divine Understanding 
and a perfect creaturely participation in it? (IV, 28, 45). 

The one day and the shifting hues of evening and morning are 
understood noetically. But this does not mean that it is merely 
theoretical in character. Its significance is finally a practical one, 
and with cosmic import, for the angels, though they are associated 
with the creation of the world only as specially privileged 
observers, are brought into its administration as the chiefagents 
of the ruler. (This distinction between creation and administration 
comes to Augustine from Cicero and ultimately from Posidonius, 
who also influenced Philo and the Eastern fathers.) The entire 
discussion of daytime, evening, and morning knowledge is 
framed by a broader concern with the angels’ cosmic role, and it 
is only this that holds it all together. 20 If the angelic community 

20 For an especially detailed discussion of this entire aspect of Augustine's 
thought see Odilo Lechner, Idee und Zeit in der Metaphysik Augustins (Salz¬ 
burger Studicn zur Philosophic; Munich, 1964), chapter 4. 






211 


EXPLORATION (397-410) 

itself y at least as it participates in divine Wisdom, is characterized 
as “day,” then the only reason for bringing in the rest of creation 
and assigning to each realm a “day” of its own is that the angels 
are present to all these realms, in one way at their creation and in 
another way in their administration. 

The term “p raesentia l' (or its verb form “ praesentare”) occurs 
repeatedly in chapters 21 and 3 5 of book IV, and i ts impor tance 
in a neo-Platonist metaphysic is underscored by its frequent usem 
Plotinus’ discussions of soul (Enn. IV, 3). “Presence” in that 
context is the proper mode of relation of soul to body, remaining 
sovereign over it and not being drawn into excessive involvement 
with it; and the angels’ presence to the corporeal world follows 
this prescription. They are present to created things in accordance 
with their twofold knowledge of them, first looking to the ideal 
patterns of them "In the divine mind and only on that basis 
looking to them as they are in themselves, with their own 
places in the texture of events. To their daytime knowledge of 
God’s purposes for the world is added an evening knowledge of 
the ongoing process of the actual world, but the latter is always re¬ 
ferred back to the Creator and there is a constantly renewed aware¬ 
ness of the divine plan—this is what characterizes the angels’ 
mode of “presence” to the temporal process they administer. 

It is even their mode of presence to themselves in the guidance 
of their own lives. Their awareness of their own being in its 
differentiation from God (the evening of the first day) is immedi¬ 
ately referred to the praise of the Creator. But there is not only 
that, for it would still involve too great a distancing from the 
Creator. If th e an gels become ligh t, i^s^ecause_theyiJiaye^^ 
immediate knowledge of God and of the divine ideas, including 
the i3eas~according to whicITtheyithemselves have become fully 
formed. Thus they know themselves primarily in the ideas within 
God’s mind and only secondarily in themselves as distinct from 
God, with an evening knowledge that never becomes night 
but is always dawning into day again (IV, 32, 50). 

What Augustine means is not, I think, that they have a better 
knowledge of their own actuality through God than through 
themselves; he always assumes that created minds are self¬ 
transparent, capable of knowing their own being immediately. 
Here, as in other passages concerning the divine ideas, he is 
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interested in them as “practical” ideas, antecedent to the fact 
and looking prospectively toward it, plans for things to be done, 
standards which ought to be followed in making judgments and 
decisions. It is in this sense, then, that the angels look beyond 
themselves for a proper “idea” of themselves: without self¬ 
assertiveness, which would only narrow their perspective, they 
ask what they are to be within the whole and according to the 
Wisdom that presides over the whole. It is a th eme already 
present much earlier in his thought, d erived originally fr om 
Plotinus; and it will come to be extended toAugustine’s anthro- 
''potogy~a5'well when he writes the last books of De Trinitate. 

All of this holds a certain interest to contemporary philosophy 
because of a similarity to Heidegger’s tactic of approaching the 
problem of “being” through man, so that man’s existence is the 
“light” that illuminates all of being to whatever extent it can be 
illuminated. But in contrast to Heidegger (and to Rahner, who in 
Geist in \Vdt pointed up the similarities with Aquinas’ theory 
of knowledge) Augustine gives it a special twist, for it is not 
finite spirit as such that illuminates being and is the shepherd of 
being, but God himself, and man will be the sought-for light 
and guide to just the extent that he allows himself to reflect the 
light of God. 21 

This “practical” relevance of the divine ideas is also the key 
to Augustine’s interpretation of the opening verses of the Fourth 
Gospel, worked out probably in 406 {In Joann, ev ., tr. 1, 16; 
'DTGeti. ad lift ., V, 13-15; De Trin ., IV, 1, 3). He decides in 
favor of a rather crotchety punctuation: “All things are made 
through him, and without him nothing is made. What is made is 
life in him, and the life is the light of men.” It means, he says, that 
all things, even those that are not living in themselves, are life 
in the divine ideas, where they are united, harmonious, vital; 
where they have a mode of subsistence which is higher and truer, 
being eternal and immutable; where all things are, as Augustine 
will put it later in The City of God (VIII, 4), serta, certa ,, recta— 
connected, certain, correct. All of this follows from Augustine’s 
ontology. But it does not mean that according to his ontology 

21 Some interesting suggestions are made by Rudolf Bcrlingcr, Augustins 
dialogiscbe Metapbysik (Frankfurt, 1962), p. 52, and Lechner, Idee ttnd Zeit y 
pp. 178-182. 
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the finite reality of things is to be scorned, for the divine ideas 
themselves are focused upon those things that are to come into 
being. There is always a certain tension between the being of 
things in themselves, which is inferior to divine being, and the 
divine ideas, which, though they are superior to the created things, 
are nevertheless oriented toward their realization. The tension 
is to be resolved not by fleeing to the eternal and forsaking the 
temporal altogether but by setting them in their intended relation¬ 
ship ; and Augustine credits the angelic city with having accom¬ 
plished precisely this, looking to finite things and becoming 
engaged in the temporal process without forsaking the eternal 
but constantly referring all these concerns back toward the 
eternal. It is only in God that all things are “life”; but this 
liveliness'oFallthings in the divine ideas is the light of men (and 
of angels) and they are to consult it in their dealings with the 
corporeal world and in the conduct of their own lives. 

Although Augustine always bases happiness upon the posses¬ 
sion of God alone, so that one Is not made any happier by the 
addition of finite things nor any less happy by their absence 
(Con/:, V, 4, 7), the same total renunciation is not characteristic 
of his approach to what lies outside the question of happiness. 
He is not so “otherworldly” as to suppose that spirit can entirely 
forget the cosmic process, for it has not only its own body but 
responsibilities for the administration of the corporeal world and 
cannot rest before the eschatological harmony of all things is 
achieved. This responsibility, Augustine thinks, is quite appro¬ 
priate to its place within the total scale of being; it is even 
fulfilling (“propter ipsos ,” “ bonum esteis ”), for in thus serving God 
with an awareness of all his aims for the world and for human 
history spirit finds its true freedom (De Gen. ad litt ., V, 19, 37). 

In the third book of De Trinitate Augustine develops the 
parable of a righteous man whose soul is a “throne of divine 
Wisdom,” a man all of whose actions are done in obedience to 
the divine law to which he listens in his heart. All that he does 
will have no other cause, therefore, than the divine will. This 
will be true not only of his actions but even of the things that 
he suffers. Say that he is ill. However the physicians diagnose 
his ills in terms of body chemistry and other proximate causes, 
their ultimate cause will have been his obedience to divine 
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Wisdom, which has led him to exhaust himself in works of love. 
And the same will be true of all those things done by others 
who are somehow under his supervision, even when not all 
of their acts are as wise or as righteous as his own ( De Trin. y III, 
3, 8). Augustine then extends this parable first to a household, 
then to a state, and finally to the celestial city. This last, of course, 
is the inner court from which the entire cosmos is administered, 
descending through the various levels of soul and of matter. 

Nothing visible or sensible occurs which has not been either comman¬ 
ded or permitted in this inmost hall, invisible and intelligible, of the 
supreme Emperor, who assigns, according to his indescribable righte¬ 
ousness, rewards and punishments, retribution or favor, throughout 
the magnificent and immeasurable republic of the whole creation (De 
Trin.y III, 4, 9). 

The divine mind, omnipresent yet undivided and undispersed, 
iiTthe local center of. the entire cosmic process in which all is 
coordinated. The ideas in the divine mind are the “causes” of 
all that occurs, not, however, if the parable is to be relied upon 
at this point, in the sense that they are the sole determinant of the 
process, but more along the lines of Plato’s contrast ( Vbaedo , 
97C-98C) between causes and conditions , the former being under¬ 
stood as aims and plans within some mind, the latter as the 
non-mental circumstances which must be taken into account 
by mind (in De civ. Dei , V, 9, Augustine argues that “efficient 
causality” belongs only to those beings which act intelligently 
and voluntarily). And Augustine never thought that God’s is 
the only mind shaping the course of events. In his earlier writings 
he adopted Plato’s and Plotinus’ notion of an amnia rmrndiy a 
world-soul which contemplates the purely ideal realm held 
within the divine mind and translates it into temporal movement 
(De imm. an ., 8, 14; De nnis.y VI, 14, 44 and 17, 58; cf. Retr ., I, 
11, 4). During the first years in Hippo he began to shift that 
same function to the angels, for he seems to have been captivated 
(as Newman was after reading some of the same works 22 ) by 
Origen’s theory that authority over the different portions of 
naHre~lmdnfiuman society is distributed among the various 
angels, who administer the world in God’s behalf, and among 

22 Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sna y part III. 







215 


EXPLORATION (397-410) 

the demons, who are thrown into the realm of gross matter but 
retain a limited freedom of action (De lib . arb ., Ill; De div . quaes t., 
q. 79). 23 It is this intensely pluralistic and open model of the 
cosmos that is elaborated in detail in the Genesis commentary 
and later in The City of God. 

Though this particular doctrine has since fallen out of fashion, 
the intuitions it expresses are not alien to us. It is a representation 
or an interpretation of one of the possible ways we have of 
experiencing and living in the world, and the same intuitions can 
be worked out in our own day in more evolutionary terms. 
Though Augustine’s knowledge was less rich and more confining 
than our own, he could have spoken, with William James, of a 
concatenated or “ strung-along ” rather than a consolidated or 
“block” universe. What is of most interest about the ancient 
cosmology of spiritual powers—what convinced thinking men 
that it was required by what they knew of the world—is that it 
sees finite processes (at least on earth, where change is all too 
apparent) as the educing or evolving of new combinations out of 
matter, not by iron necessity alone, not by chance alone, not 
even by God alone (though all must be taken into consideration), 
but chiefly by intra-mundane agents that can exploit the potenti¬ 
alities already latent within it. This is what the angels do in 
obedience to divine wisdom, so disposing the elements that the 
preconditions are set up for the most advantageous development 
of things. But the demonic spirits are also able to turn the 
potentialities of matter to their own purposes, not without 
restriction, but still with much leeway in the lower parts of 
creation to which they have been exiled, much as condemned 
criminals, laboring in a mine, can still make use of air and fire 
and iron (De Trin ., Ill, 8, 13). This is the explanatio n Augustine 
gives of the miracles_o£the Egyptians and the Magi and others: 
th e demo ns, having a more accurate knowledge than men of the 
potentialities of matter, and a sharpness of perception and a 
swiftness of movement that enable them to assemble the com¬ 
ponents and apply the causes more rapidly, are able to accomplish 

23 Altancr, “Augustinus und Origencs,” pp. 34-35 (KpS, pp. 245-246), 
notes the sudden entrance of this motif and suggests that its source is 
Origen’s twenty-third homily on Luke, translated by Jerome and available 
after 390. It must be said that the doctrine contained in this homily is quite 
sketchy; Augustine would have to fill in many details for himself. 
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impressive things and draw men into their sway (De Trin., Ill, 
7, 12—9, 18). 

If we want the closest analogue in our own day to this ancient 
cosmology of spiritual powers it is to be found in what many 
heralds of “ secularly/’ theistic and non-theistic, are saying 
today about man: that he has awesome and godlike powers for 
the transformation of his world and ought not to await direct 
divine intervention but must accept his own responsibility and 
act decisively to change the world for the better. Such thoughts 
are not foreign to Augustine himself, for that matter: in many 
of his discussions of pain and misfortune, those things that 
Leibniz called “natural evil” but Augustine, rejecting his 
Manichaean past, refused to call evil in any sense, he views them 
as a challenge to man to acquire knowledge of the workings of 
nature and put it to constructive use. His illustrations often seem 
to be derived ultimately from the edifying discourses of the 
Stoics: We are like visitors to a forge, surrounded by unknown 
implements; we feel resentful if we are hurt in falling against a 
furnace or a sharp tool, but the smith knows the usefulness of 
each one of them, indeed, it is only with their aid that he can do 
his work ([De Gen. c. Alan., I, 16, 25-26). The venom of scorpions 
is poisonous, but it is not evil in itself, for it can be put to medicinal 
use by someone who knows its properties (De mor., II, 8, 11-12; 
De civ. Dei, XI, 22). For the rest, Augustine ur ges jnen toj jye 
according to a pluralistic view of the world and simply appreciate 
the intricate structures and the wdl-adjusted behavior of all 
things, without reference to the inconvenience or discomfort 
they may occasion us (De civ. Dei, XII, 4). 

Given this view of things, the success of created intelligence in 
guiding the temporal process from within will be based not 
primarily upon unusual physical powers of its own but upon its 
ability to understand and exploit the potentialities implanted in 
matter by God himself; these include not only the various qualities 
of the elements but the “seeds” which are operative in the 
reproduction and development of plants and animals. 24 

24 The most recent and most extensive discussion of Augustine’s own 
doctrine is Albert Mittcrer, Die Entivicklungslebrc Augustins im Vergleich 7 ?iit 
detn Weltbild des hi. Thomas von Aquiti und dem der Gegenwart (Vienna, 1956). 
The historical background is traced in Hans Meyer, Geschichte der Lehre von 
der Keimkraften von der Stoa bis %ttm Ausgang der Patrisfik (Bonn, 1914). 
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There is nothing mysterious or even unusual about Augustine’s 
doctrine of seed s, spelled out in De Trtn ., Ill, 8, 13 and more 
extensively in books V and following of the Genesis commentary. 
It is probably drawn from some doxographic summary of the 
classical Stoic doctrine, overlaid perhaps with a Pythagorean 
emphasis upon number. The seeds are minute bodies knit 
together from water under the formative influence of incorporeal 
rationes seminales , different for each species (De Gen . ad lift ., X, 
20, 35ft; De civ. Dei , XXII, 14). What the ancient philosophers 
tried to explain with the aid of this theory were, first, the 
phenomena of reproduction and development, in which a large 
organism grows from a seed which is not only much smaller 
but is not at all isomorphic with it (phenomena explained today 
in terms of the genetic key encoded in DNA molecules, not far 
from what they suspected); and, second, the putative phenomenon 
of spontaneous generation, in which maggots and other creatures 
develop, seemingly without parents, out of organic or even 
inorganic matter. Ancient men thought, sometimes on the basis 
of careful observation and sometimes on the basis of rumor, that 
spontaneous generation was widespread, and this led them to 
postulate the presence of seeds throughout earthly matter, 
somewhat like Leibniz’ omnipresent monads; the earth is 
“pregnant” with them (.De Trin ., Ill, 9, 16). Our more pale 
version of this is, I suppose, the discovery of microorganisms 
nearly everywhere in various states of dormancy or virulence. 
All told, the reproduction and development of living things and 
their assimilation and transmutation of matter are striking 
instances of “genesis.” The attempt was made to explain such 
phenomena not by invoking mystery or chance but by positing 
some genetic key within nature itself, having the capacity to 
guide development and exploit the potentialities of dead matter. 

Augustine, who had long held this theory on philosophical 
grounds (cf. De ver. rel ., 42, 79), found it confirmed by what we 
now call, on the basis of documentary analysis, the second 
creation narrative. What he read, in a somewhat garbled and 
misconstrued but for the most part literal translation of the 
idiom of the original Hebrew, was this: 

When day was made, God made heaven and earth and every green tree 
of the field before it was on the face of the earth , and every plant of the field 



2 1 8 


AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 


before it grew, for God had not yet caused rain to fall on the earth, and 
there was no man to till the earth. And a fountain arose from the 
ground and watered the whole face of the earth ( Genesis , 2, 4-6). 

He assumed, then, that in the original act of creation at the first 
moment of time only the heavenly bodies and the outlines of land 
and sea were brought into visible shape, but not the growing 
things on the earth; they were “created,” to be sure, but only 
virtually , in their causes , that is, in the seeds by which they would 
subsequently be consolidated as organisms. And this is quite 
appropriate, he thought, for it takes time for living organisms to 
develop ( De Gen . ad litt ., IV, 4, 10). The fountain rising from the 
ground and watering the earth—the whole earth, not Eden 
alone—refers, he thought, to the initiation of organic growth 
after the original creation, the knitting together of living bodies 
when the maternal earth ( parens terra [V, 23, 44]), which supplies 
most of the components for bodily growth, was fertilized by the 
primordial seeds, which are formed from water (V, chapters 7-12, 
23). These seeds are the same ones that continue to operate in the 
reproduction of living things, though with some differences: the 
visible seeds with which we are acquainted are already organisms 
and~ Have^been produced by previously existing plants and 
animals, while the original seed s were more minute, only one 
component of our visible seeds, and they gave rise to developing 
organisms without having come from parents. 

Though jjVugu^tm^ of the creation has certain 

external similarities with the evolutionary tfieory and has played 
a role in liberating Catholic opinion from resistance to evolution¬ 
ary thought, jt js not evolutionist. It would have been had he made 
the outcome oTthe original creation merely a set of potentialities 
for the rise of living matter (the “ potentiality ” of methane, 
ammonia, and carbon dioxide to form simple amino acids); 
but that would have been a denial of the finishing of the whole 
work of creation at the first instant, and instead of it he asserted 
that the genetic control-mechanism was fully constituted, from 
the first/HisTheory was^^rcta^jTffamed inlm anti-transformist 
spiritT~in order to guarantee the fixity of species in the face of 
such difficulties as spontaneous generation, in which living 
organisms seemed to arise from dead matter. 

The temporal course of the world is the deployment and 
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interaction, jthen,_of the various conditions and causes created at 
the first moment—the elements, the .seeds _of livings things, the 
angelic powers. Augustine is especially concerned during this 
period to locate all radical creative action of God at the beginning, 
to such an extent that he underplays the more spectacular aspects 
of miracles and, somewhat in the fashion of many modern thinkers, 
defines the contrast between the “natural” and the “miraculous” 
as one between accustomed events whose causes are usually 
apparent and unusual events whose causes are often hidden 
( De Gen. ad lift ., VI, 13, 25—14, 26; De Trin ., Ill, 6, 11; In Joann, 
ev ., tr. 8, 1 ; tr. 9, 1). His tendency is to stress the marvel of every 
seed. Miracles are happening every day in the coming into being 
of new lives. But carnal men let their understanding be chained 
by the expectations built up through repeated experience; and 
when they are accustomed to seeing repeated occurrences they 
do not think them worthy of serious consideration. The function 
of miracle is therefore to break the web of familiar patterns 
and so startle men by the “ unaccustomed ” character of the event 
that their attention is drawn toward the God who is attested 
everywhere ( Serm. 241, 1; Ep. 102, q. 1, 5-6). But evenjniracles, 
it will be noted, are wrought not immediately byTJod but_thrQ_ugh 
t he an gels in accordance with his instructions (this is the argument 
of the whole of book III of De Trinit ate). 

For all his stress on the difference between creation and 
administration and the operation of finite causes in the latter, 
Augustine is not in danger of leaving God idle in the heavens. 
Everything that occurs takes place within the framework of 
God’s care. But his problem is to differentiate between God’s 
direct and indirect influence, and he has a number of distinctions 
winch cut across each other and seem to reflect a progressive 
clarification of his thoughts. 

(1) Most simply there are t wo wa ysjnjw hich God can influen ce 
t hings, th e one immediately and fromwithin the being ( intrinsecus ), 
tKe~other from without ( extrinsecus ), through the mediation of 
created things which apply physical or imaginal stimuli or supply 
the materials needed for growth (De Gen. ad litt ., VIII, 25, 
46—26, 48). 

(2) But slightly earlier in the same writing there is another 
differentiation according to the “dual operation of providence,” 
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the natural and the voluntary (VIII, 9, 16-17; 2 3> 44— 2 4> 45)* 
In the case of some things, God acts through the inevitabilities 
of natural processes; in the case of others he influences the course 
of events through free agents, who act sometimes in a morally 
neutral way (agriculture, the crafts), sometimes in obedience to 
divine command (the angels’ participation in the administration 
of the cosmos, men’s participation in the history of salvation), 
and sometimes rebelliouslly (the activities of demons and sinful 
humanity). 25 

(3) The oldest division, and the vaguest, is between preservation 
( continere , substituere) and governance (gnbernare, regere , admnistrare). 
The former is a sustaining of whatever level of substance, form, 
or appetition has been reached, while the latter is a further 
directing of the course of events, sometimes inwardly and 
sometimes externally. 26 

If there is any consistency among these distinctions, they can 
be put into an order something like this: 


PRESERVATION 


\ 


INTRINSIC 


EXTRINSIC 


NATURAL 


VOLUNTARY 


Preservation of all things 
rational and irrational 

Divine guidance of the 
nexus of physical 
causes 

Inward illumination of 
rational creatures and 
infusion of grace 

Human labor 

Angelic administration 
Symbols and rituals in 
the history of 
salvation 

Permission and over¬ 
ruling of evil 


'\governance 


There is one apparent exception to the rule that all divine 
administration of the world is through finite causes, for in an 
often-cited passage (De Gen. ad litt ., IX, 18, 33-35) Augustine 
says that God reserved to himself certain acts in the history of 

25 Cf. Gotthard Nygren, Das Pradestinationsproblem in der Tbeologie Augustins. 
Eitie systematiscb-tbeologiscbe Studie (Gottingen, 1966), pp. 207#. 

26 See the analysis of texts in Stanislaus J. Grabowski, Tbe All-Present God: 
A Study in St. Augustine (St. Louis, 1954), p. 142. 






221 


EXPLORATION (397-410) 

salvation and did not implant their causes in the world. But as 
he himself indicates this only means that such acts belong not to 
“natural” providence, operating through the inevitabilities of 
the material world, but to the other, the “voluntary” providence, 
in which there is a direct commerce between God’s will and 
finite minds, for the history of salvation consists of miracles and 
theophanies executed by the angels, who know God’s hidden 
purpose, and of God’s own inward action upon human minds 
(cf. VI, 15, 26). 

In every case divine influence is exerted, then, in accordance 
with the natural capabilities of created things and through a 
sequence of finite causes. There are open spaces within the 
temporal process, but they are filled not by an unmediated 
intervention of divine power but by God’s instruction and 
encouragement of finite agents in accordance with their capacities 
(“pro suo modulo” as he often says). Augustine thus avoids—to 
put it in the language of a more modern philosophical concern—a 
“mythical” conception of God’s activity, that is, imagining him 
as one being or one factor among others within the spatio- 
temporal realm. He does not “do” things in the same manner 
as the causal agentsTwe see around us, and wherever it seems that 
tlgT” does 77 things in this way it turns out to be the work of 
intermediate agents. 

This, I think, is the fundamental consideration in, and certainly 
the lasting importance of Augustine’s view that God, being 
eternal, does not act temporally. In precisely this context (De Gen. 
ad lift ., VIlI, 2offy'he engages in a fresh consideration of the 
problem. He does not want to deny God’s immediate influence 
upon the temporal process, everywhere but especially upon finite 
spirits. But God is not in the temporal pro cess as _a_finite,agentis. 
A finite agenr^a - ** souF’ of any sort) islible to act upon matter 
only by becoming in some way “commingled” with it so that 
its own incorporeal intentio or niitus can be translated into corporeal 
movement (VIII, 21,41-42). Very much in the fashion of Plotinus’ 
Psyche, the angels are the intermediaries between time and 
eternity. Because they can act within the temporal process without 
losing t heir knowledge o f~God y s purpose s they are given super- 
vfsion over all those portions of creation which are incapable of 
apprehending God—matter, irrational life, spirits darkened by 
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sin—though each level of soul also has its own degree of 
spontaneity and some kind of immediate relation to God (VIII, 
2 4 > 45)* 

When immediate divine influences are strictly limited to those 
that can be “intrinsic’ 5 to finite reality—that is, those that are 
based upon finite capacities and lead them to some new actualiza¬ 
tion, as in the formation of matter, or the consolidation of bodies, 
or the sustaining of vitality, or the illumination of minds—then 
not everything is possible at every time. The capacities of the 
finite-must be respected, and that means that some things can be 
accomplished only in a more roundabout way, through other 
finite agents and not immediately. This, of course, is the function 
of the angels. Though it is impossible to suppose God intervening 
directly in the manner of an intra-mundane agent, such agents, 
distinct from God, are available and play an indispensable role. 
^jVugustine, because of his general metaphysical principles, 
had good and convincing reasons for asserting the existence and 
the exalted role of the angels; and if, because of a change in our 
understanding of the cosmos, we are not capable of making the 
same affirmations, something important has gone out of our 
cosmology. The same metaphysical principles concerning the 
influence of God upon the world may prevail (indeed, the 
similarity of Augustine’s views to many currents in modern 
philosophy and theology is striking). But precisely because of the 
importance assigned to intra-mundane causes, the abdication of 
the angelic powers at the apex of the hierarchy of finite causes 
leaves a vacuum. The course of events must be more erratic and 
halting; progress must occur more slowly and painfully, for there 
is no unifyiQ g^iind^jrganizm .principle within the cosmos itself. 
What there will be, them is ^an evolution^of^living forms_ towa rd 
man, and then an evolution^Fman's^dominion over the earth 
in the direction of greater capability and, it may be, toward 
greater ri ghteousness, so that he comes to fill the role formerly 
assigned to angelic powers. 

Precisely such a restructuring of the entire picture of the world 
and its relation to God is what has gone on, with great anxiety, 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. That it need not be 
alien to the tradition of theism in the West, or even to Christian 
theology, the achievements of men like Whitehead and Teilhard 
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have shown; but even though the metaphysical principles may be 
fundamentally similar to Augustine’s, the details will be different 
and everything must be thought through again, for now it is in 
and through man that the physical world is unified by under¬ 
standing and led toward a single harmonious goal. 


3. The Trinity: First Attempts 

The approaches to Augustine’s Trinitarian doctrine have been 
drastically re-routed by careful chronological investigations, ^or 
if Chevalier is correct the project of writing a work On the Trinity 
was e xpanded and recast after 413 when Augustine came ia to 
contact with some Eastern statements on the Trinitarian problem, 
and books V-VII, which contain his theory of the Trinitarian 
relations, come only after that date. 27 If those books do come so 
late, then we must readjust our understanding of the whole 
course of Augustine’s Trinitarian speculations, for what is best 
known about them, the use of psychological analogies from human 
experience^dep ends upon the theory of r e lations wh ich he derived 
from VEas tern^ources. Though it is in keeping with his earlier 
tendencies, lt~ is not his own independent contribution. In the 
past it was often pointed out that Augustine discussed the 
psychological analogies only after working out a doctrine of the 
Trinity based on Scripture and dogma; but even those who said 
this the most ardently were hardly prepared for to discover 
how massively it applied to the course of his thought. 

Augustine may have had intimations of the direction to be 
taken, for in the Confessions (XIII, 11, 12) he discusses man’s 
being, knowing, and willing (esse, nosse , velle), all of them distinct 
yet interpenetrating in one inseparable life. He begins by dis¬ 
cussing them in terms of Trinitarian ontology of the sort long 
familiar in his writings. 28 But the possibility of a Trinitarian 
analogy is at least raised when he projects these three aspects of 

27 Irenee Chevalier, Saint Augustin et la pensee grecque. Les relations trinitaires 
(Fribourg, 1940), pp. 15-28. Further refinements of chronology have been 
given by Anne-Marie La Bonnardiere, in Kecberches de cbronologie augustiniemie 
(Paris, 1965). 

28 Sec chapter 2, section 2, above. 
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human life toward God himself. Du Roy points out 29 that this is 
the first time Augustine attempts to understand the “immanent” 
Trinity within God; previously he had been concerned only with 
the Trinity in relation to the triadic structure of finite reality. He 
suggests that it may have been Augustine’s becoming a bishop 
that required him for the first time to consider seriously and to 
defend the Nicene doctrine of three persons in one substance. 

Whatever the reason, he began writing a work on the Trinity 
about 401. For many years, however, nothing at all was done 
WiflTpossible psychological analogies to the Trinity. Indeed, very 
little was done by way of scrutinizing the Church’s dogma in 
the way we have come to think typical of doctrinal theology. 
We should not suppose that his original project was anything 
like the final product, therefore. There were too many false starts, 
too many new discoveries, and the record in Augustine’s letters 
and the Retractatioties indicates that he had much trouble with the 
work before it was finally released to the public. 

For an understanding of Augustine’s Trinitarian thought 
during the years when he began the work, we must limit ourselves 
to the first four books, and even within them we must exclude 
those portions which were added later, especially a long section 
in book II (up through 7, 12). 30 We must be cautious, further¬ 
more, in approaching book I, a collection of biblical testimonies 
and rules for their interpretation.^Al though most o £t he materkd s, 
c ould well belong to the first draft of the work, t he book as j i 
whole appears to have be en th oroug hly r ewritte n. The driving, 
magisterial rhythm, the use of the Vulgate in biblical citations, 
the extensive command of biblical texts, especially from the Fourth 
Gospel, and the interest in looking up the readings found in 
Greek codices, all tend to indicate that it is a late product, 
probably coming from the period between 418 and 420. To our 
list we can add book VIII, however, which for a number of 
reasons is to be assigned to this earlier period. But that is all. 
The usable material is radically diminished, and most of the 
familiar landmarks followed in the conventional discussions of 
De Trinitate are removed. We must start over again and piece 
together the materials from the period, supplementing them 

29 L 1 Intelligence de la foi en la Trinite , pp. 435-436. 

30 La Bonnardicre, pp. 172-173. 
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from the Genesis commentary, which was progressing much 
more steadily, and from the sermons. 

Usually we find that there is little more than a continuation 
of motifs that had already been present much earlier. T he W ord is 
still called the Form or Image or Likeness of the Father, “equal” 
to him in every rtfspect, whereas creatures are unlike him and gain 
their similarity to God - through participation in the Word 
(ConjT, XIII, zfiyiVeGen. adfitt., I, 4, 9—5. 10). Many years later 
Augustine will exploit this contrast to move from the formative 
conversion of creatures, who are other than God and whose 
formation involves a “composition” of matter and form, 
potentiality and actualization, to the formative conversion which 
takes place within the “simplicity” of God when the Word is 
generated through God’s self-knowledge (De Trin., II, 1, 3; 
De civ. Dei, XI, 10). But A ugustine has no jLyeLseerL.the^vay_- 
toward such a theory of the g eneration of t he Word, for jie has 
not yet discovered the importance of r elation. The closest he 
comeTtcTitisinhis discussionsTof the verBtmcordis, the “con¬ 
ception” of something which we form within our minds and then 
express in audible words. This contrast between “what we want 
to say” and our outwardly “saying” it was a commonplace in 
Stoic logic, and Augustine knew of it in a purely philosophical 
way, without applying it to the Trinitarian problem, in his De 
dialectica written in 387. 31 He first used it in a Trinitarian context 
in 393 (De fid. et symb., 3, 3-4), following the practice of many 
earlier ecclesiastical writers. The point is that in any external act 
we have some inward plan which is held in the mind and guides 
the whole operation; similarly the divine Word is the counsel 
through which all things are created (In Joann, ev., tr. 1, 9-10). 
And" an examination'ofTfus internal process of conceiving 
already takes him some distance toward a doctrine of the Word, 
for the conception or internal word is purely the result of a 
mental act of thinking'. “As your mind is spirit, so the word 
which you conceive is spirit and remains within the conceiving 
activity of the heart, within the mirror of the mind.” Similarly, 
then, the divine Word is the “locutus Dens,” and the uttering of 
the Word is a conceiving activity that remains within God and all 

31 B. Darrell Jackson, “ The Theory of Signs in St. Augustine’s De doc- 
trina Christiana,” REA, XV (1969)) 1 9 ~ 22- 
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of whose components are of the same substance as God (In 
Joann, ev., tr. 14, 7). 

But even such rudimentary speculations have no part in what 
remains of the original De Trinitate ; it is rather a painstaking 
examination of problems preliminary to the attempt to understand 
the inner life of the Trinity. The purpose of book I is to make 
use of the “ canonica regain” of the Church in interpreting those 
passages of Scripture which seem to imply that the Son is inferior 
to the Father (De Trin., II, 1, 2). The rule is really twofold, for 
there are some passages designed to suggest that the Son is less 
than the Father “according to the form of a servant,” i.e., in his 
humanity, while there are others designed to suggest that he 
is derived from the Father though equal in nature. All of this could 
have been carried out at the time the work was first projected, 
for the “ regula catholicae fidei ” is mentioned as early as question 69 
(about 495), in the course of a discussion of the text, “Then will 
the Son also be subjected to him who subjected all things to him” 
(I Corinthians 15, 28), and with the same two points: that when 
the Son is spoken of as being less than the Father it is to be taken 
to refer to his humanity, except where the reference is clearly 
to his divinity, and then a distinction between Begetter and 
Begotten must be what is meant (De div. quaest ., q. 69, 1). It is 
thus an anti-Arian rule for exegesis which Augustine could easily 
have learned from writers like Hilary or Ambrose. Much of 
book I may have been written about 400, then; but the book as 
we have it has been overlaid with later materials. 

If the highly developed doctrine of the missions and theo- 
phanies of the persons which opens book II is to be dated about 
418, 32 then the next secure base of operations is the inquiry into 
the problem of theophanies and the question of the visibility or 
invisibility of the Son and Spirit which begins at II, 7, 13 and 
occupies the rest of books II through IV. Augustine sets out to 
examine three questions (cf. II, 7, 13; III, 1, 4): which persons 
were manifested to the patriarchs before the incarnation of the 
Word and the pouring out of the Spirit; whether the manifesta¬ 
tions were newly created or were angels sent for this purpose; and 
whether the Son and Spirit were “sent” prior to the incarnation, 
and, if so, how this sending differs from that which took place later. 

32 La Bonnardiere, pp. 94-95, 111. 
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It is a sign of the relatively undeveloped state of theology in 
the West that Augustine started out from the classic problem of 
earlier Trinitarian thought, the view, held by the Apologists and 
retained by the Arians but rejected by the Church at large, that 
the Word and Spirit are visible and that it was they who appeared 
in the theophanies. Although he w as writin g well after the Council 
of Nicaea and the fuller development of its doctrines~by the Cap- 
padodaHsTie was not yet fully apprised of their views . He was not 
placed in the~posTtion, therefore, of reproducing and defending 
a fully formulated, standardized dogma; of necessity he must 
laboriously retrace the development of the Trinitarian doctrine 
for himself, with the aid of a few writers like Hilary and Didymus 
and Ambrose, thinking through the problems piecemeal and 
only later discovering the decisive clues furnished by the 
Cappadocians. 

In his opening discussion of the theophanies (II, 8, i4ff.) 
Augustine is in direct encounter with one of the monuments of 
earlier Trinitarian thought, Tertullian ’s Adversits Praxean, for 
he explores much the same series”of theophanies in the books of 
Genesis and Exodus. 33 His own view, opposed to Tertullian’s, 
is that the theophanies are always mediated by created things 
which signify the invisible and intelligible God. They do manifest 
God “as he is”—the three figures who appear to Abraham in 
Genesis 18 even manifest the Trinity—but never “properly,” 
only “significtively” (II, 17, 3 2 )- The theophanies are thus a 
specialization of the more general pattern of manifestation 
suggested in Romans 1, 20: though sinful man is unable to 
apprehend God immediately, he can know him through visible 
things, and this is his only way of return to God. Augustine thinks 
that the theophanies are always executed by angels, “bearing the 
person ofGod” (III, 10,19), as a number of statements in the New 
Testament and the frequent use of the expression “the angel of 
the Lord” in the Old Testament narratives would indicate. Some¬ 
times the angels appear and act in their own ethereal bodies, 
sometimes they utilize bodies drawn from the terrestrial world; 
and it is in order to explain the latter—and the miracles of 
demons as well—that he draws upon the Stoic theory of “seeds,” 
probably well before his discussion of the same topic in his 

33 Schindler, Wort und Analogic, pp. no, 140. 
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Genesis commentary (De Trin ., Ill, 8,13—9, 19). Thus the biblical 
narratives can be accounted for in a rational way in accordance 
with his general cosmology, and in turn his cosmology is shown 
to have direct relevance to the history of salvation. 

The discussion that is theologically most interesting comes in 
the fourth book, when he asks in what way the Son andth e Sp irit 
ca n be “sen t,” and how their visible sending, narrated in the New 
Testament, differs from their appearances to the patriarchs, which 
were only signs. 34 first, they are s_aj^LtQ.. be sent by the Father, 
got b ecause they are inferior to the F ather but bec ause their being 
is derived from the Father; the “missions” of the persons are 
thus a proper reflection of the intra-Trinitarian relations. And 
Augustine has a realism about the missions which was lost in 
the Middle Ages. The term “mission” refers, he says, not 
merely to the Word’s becoming flesh, for this would imply nothing 
more than that the “man” was sent, but to the Word’s being sent 
in order to become flesh . And the term can be applied not only to 
the incarnation but to all those occasions on which the Word 
makes himself present to the servants of God, dwelling with 
angels and holy souls. Here Augustine is referring not to theo- 
phanies, for these are only figurative, not proper “sendings” of 
the Word, but to all those cases in which there is an immediate 
indwelling of the Word, in his own person, within finite minds, 
all those cases to which it would be appropriate to apply the 
text, “in animas sanctas se transfer t, atque amicos Dei et prophet as 
constituit ” (Wisdom 7, 27). In all such instances there is a sending 
and coming of the Word in order to be “with” and “in” created 
minds. What makes the incarnation unique is not that there is a 
sending and coming of the Word, but that the sending and 
coming is in order to become man, to assume the man into unity 
of person with himself ( De Trin., IV, 20, 27). 

This discussion is very much in keeping with the whole 
tendency of Augustine’s Trinitarian theology, and it serves to 
indicate how badly it has often been misunderstood. Augustine 
could take a realistic view of the missions because he did not 
suppose that the “inseparability” of the operations of the three 

34 For Augustine’s doctrine and its background in Hilary and Ambrose, 
sec Jean-Louis Maier, Les missions divines se/on saint Augustin (Paradosis, XVI; 
Fribourg en Suisse, 1960). 
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persons implied a complete lack of distinctions among them. 
But while he thought that their operations are distinct in all of 
God’s works, a “mission” of one of the persons involves 
something further—a coming to intelligent creatures in order to 
be heard and received by them, so that they might in turn be 
“with” God through knowledge and love. It means, to take up 
the challenge issued in our own day by Karl Barth, 33 that it is 
quite possible to speak of the unincarnate Word, the Aoyos 
aoapKos , entirely apart from any movement toward the incarna¬ 
tion, and still have a gracious presence of God, |br-Augustine 
thought that the in carnation of the W ord, like other sensory 
means of communication, was needed only because of juii»--arid 
apart from sin finite minds sustained by the Spirit would be able 
to apprehend the Word immediately (in the Genesis commentary 
[I, 17, 32] the same verse from the book of Wisdom is used of 
the illumination of the angels following their conversion to God). 
What constitutes a mission, then, is always the sending of a 
person of the Trinity to intelligent beings in order to have an 
influence, through their minds, within time and to lead them 
into God’s own life. What differentiates the two kinds of mission 
is that in the one case the Word is apprehended “from time,” 
in their transcending themselves and looking toward God, while 
in the other the Word dwells within Jesus of Nazareth “in the 
fulness of time.” In both cases the Word is sent, but only in the 
incarnation is he sent “into this world” to be experienced 
sensibly through a human life linked to him; in the other case 
finite minds, so to speak, go “out of this world” (De Trin ., IV, 
20, 28). 

The visible mission of the Holy Spirit is not the assumption of 
an intelligent creature, as in the incarnation, but only a temporary 
manifestation in a dove or the tongues of fire (De Trin ., IV, 
20, 31-32; In Joann . ev . 9 tr. 6, 3), a passing sign of permanent gift 
of the Spirit to those who are Christ’s. Augustine does not see 
how these could have been produced directly by God, without 
the cooperation of some intelligent being within the created world; 
thus the angels are again given a crucial role in the theophanies 
in keeping with Augustine’s principle that God, for the sake of 
good order, relates himself to the realm of matter only through 

35 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics , lV/i, 52; IV/2, 33-34* 
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soul—the angels, the human mind of Christ, men with their arts 
and sciences, perhaps other animate life with its spontaneous 
actions as well. 

All of this, it will be noted, is a doctrine of the Trinity based 
on Scripture and on the rational operations of analyzing and 
inferring. But Augustine also strives to gain a more immediate 
understanding of the Trinity, and the attempt is recorded in 
. book Y IUL 

The eighth book on the Trinity was probably written before 
books V through VII. Though its prologue attempts to establish 
a continuity with those books, book VIII itself reflects none of 
the themes worked out in them. And though its conclusion 
(io, 14) is usually thought to suggest than an analogy to the 
Trinity within the finite mind has been discovered, within the 
book itself there is no attempt to find such a finite trinity; 
Augustine even states that the divine Trinity is unique and that 
there are not any other trinities (5, 8). The prologue suggests, 
accurately enough, that Augustine is now concerned to go 
beyond a doctrine worked out on the basis of authority and seek 
a direct understanding of its contents. But what is it that the book 
attempts to understand ? Not the problem of essence and relation, 
as the first paragraphs suggest, but rather the divine essence 
itself and the three persons who share it equally. It is hard to say 
how much of the introductory passage on the overcoming of the 
imagination (from 2, 3 on) is from the original version; but in 
keeping with that theme he is concerned throughout the book 
with the general problem of rising in contemplation to the divine 
nature, and to the persons individually. 

There are four atte mpts, all of them modifications of one 
attempt, becoming increasingly complex in the face of the obstacles 
that are met. First there is the attempt to reach God directly, 
in his eternal being, by negating and dropping away one mis¬ 
conception after another in the expectation of gaining at last a 
direct vision of the Truth. But the mind is repulsed because of its 
lack of preparation. 

Then a second attempt is made, this time not through a frontal 
assault but by a via remotionis or eminentiae , taking the finite 
perfections of being and goodness which meet us in our experi¬ 
ence and removing their limitations. It is based on Romans 1, 20, 
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and throughout there is a play on its phrase “intellecta conspicere,” 
glimpsing God by understanding the things that are made. But 
the whole pasaage is finally Plotinian in inspiration and rhythm: 

There is this good thing and that one. Take away “this” and “that,” 
and look at Goodness itself, if you are able; thus you will see God, who 
is good not by possessing another good but as the Good of all good. 

There would be no changeable goods unless there were an unchange¬ 
able Good. So when you hear of “this good thing” or “that one,” 
which could change and then would be called not good, if you are then 
able to glimpse, without those things which are good by participation, 
the Good by participating in which they become good (for you are 
aware of it at the same moment that you hear “this good”)—if, I was 
saying, with these things set aside, you can glimpse that which is good 
in itself, then you will glimpse God (De Trin., VIII, 3, 4-5)- 

The path goes through the finite, but that does not make it any less 
an inward way, for the focus is upon the inward activity of judging 
whether something finite is good, and the notio ipsius boni (VIII, 
3, 4), our intuition or “notice” of Goodness itself, is the standard 
according to which this judging is done. 

This way is more suitable than the first, for it is an attempt to 
grasp God not in his naked deity but as he is reflected in finite 
effects. But a complication ensues. 36 Though the Good can be 
apprehended in this way, the problem is to adhere to it, and only 
the pure in heart can endure God’s presence. The preparation 
for this vision will be through purification in love, and to accom¬ 
plish this is the prerogative of Christianity. Even the simple, 
who, unlike the philosophers, have not apprehended God 
directly, can be prepared through a love based upon faith, and 
the more contemplative spirits as well must follow the same path. 

The requirement is a familiar one in Augustine. What he now 
attempts is a discovery of God even on the basis of faith, hope, and 
love, eschewing the more dramatic ways. His point of departure 

36 I question du Roy’s view (“ L’cxpericncc dc l’amour et l’intclligcnce dc 
la foi trinitaire scion saint Augustin,” RA, II, p. 438, n. 102) that the sections 
now to be discussed (4, 6—6, 9 and 9, 13) are later than the rest of the book. 
They do constitute an excursus, but one necessary and integral to the develop¬ 
ment of the argument, adding a complication but not negating what has been 
said, indeed, leading toward the next stage. 
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is the principle, commonplace in ancient philosophy, that nothing 
is loved which is not already known in some way. God is loved 
on the basis of faith. But faith itself involves knowledge, not in 
the giving of assent as such (for this is based upon authority) 
but in understanding, through the resources of general experience, 
what is proposed for belief. But what is it in our general experience 
that forms the basis of belief in the unseen Trinity? The answer 
leads back once more toward Augustine’s own theory of judg¬ 
ment. Much that we “know,” as he points out, is non-sensory 
and is not a part of our own actuality (even an unrighteous man 
can know what righteousness is). Somehow, then, we perceive 
norms or demands present to our minds. Consequently faith, 
hope, and love have a somewhat more delimited role, as it turns 
out, than might appear at first glance (VIII, 9, 13); they are not 
our only means of access to God, for w’e are aware of the way men 
should live. The point, rather, is that in the life of the people of 
God men have actually lived in this way, and to believe, on the 
basis of historical reports, that they have so lived makes our 
awareness of God clearer, makes our love for the good firmer, 
and gives us hope that we also might follow the same way of life. 

The Christian religion thus intensifies man’s vague apprehen¬ 
sion and love of the eternal Form of righteousness. But finally 
Augustine places the stress not upon the apprehension of this Form 
(for it remains vague even in the believer) but upon love for it. 
It is in jhe^act-Qf JQve that God is, ex peri encedmost intensely by 
man while he is still in pilgrimage, and Augustine lights upon the 
theme of the First Epistle of John (4, 16 and 20) that God is love, 
and he who abides in love abides in God; thus, he concludes, 
the man who loves even his neighbor will experience his own act 
of love and, in it, God as its animating source. 37 

How can Augustine avoid sentimentality and a confusion of the 
divine and the human ? He engages in a kind of transcendental 
analysis of the act of love in order to see what it involves. In 
this act, he points out, man is present to himself, both in being 
aware of his own love and in freely willing (“loving”) this act 

37 “Dilectio” is the term consistently used in the earlier Latin translation 
of the epistle, and it is preserved in most passages in book VIII, though it is 
overlaid by the Vulgate’s “ caritas” in the quotation of I John 4, 16 in VIII, 
8 , 12. 
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of love. An act of will is primarily intentional, directed toward 
some object; but it is also self-referencing, for it wills (and in 
this case rests in) itself. Therefore in loving one’s neighbor, whom 
one can see, one also loves the act of love with which one loves. 
Now it can be car it as only if it has an object appropriate to 
caritas (VIII, 8, 12), and the brother or the neighbor is such an 
object. And yet this by itself still is not sufficient. Finally an act 
of will is made caritas only because the brother or neighbor is 
loved for the sake of the Form of righteousness, either because 
he already embodies it or because it is hoped that he will come to 
embody it (6, 9; 9, 13). M an’s ow n act of love is what he experi¬ 
ences most immediately; but its “formal object” or “horizon” 
of willing is_the Word,, and only because of that can the love in 
question be “from God,” indeed, God himself. 

This explains why Augustine thinks that the experience of love 
c an be an expe rience oi_the_ whole Trinityj Vniri^ 
the triadic structure of love mentioned at the end of the book 
(10, 14), involving one who loves, one who is loved, and love 
itself, is intended to apply to the divine Trinity and not, as it is 
usually asserted, to a triad within man. 38 How he can derive the 
entire Trinity from the act of love is explained in a contempor¬ 
aneous discussion of the same theme (In Joann. ep. y tr. 7, 6), where 
Augustine states that “ dilectio” refers both to the divine nature, 
for “God is love,” and to the Holy Spirit, for “love is of God”; 
consequently the Holy Spirit, whose propriim donum is love, can 
be called Dilectio ex Deo. Love based on the Holy Spirit as the 
divine Gift is, so to speak, the point of coincidence between 
God and man; that which is loved is the Word, apprehended at 
least dimly; and the Father is then the subject of this love, distinct 
from man but taking him up into his own activity in a way 
compatible with the nature of finite mind. 

The notion of an “ experim i£ritaI--knowiedge” -QfLGQd througli_ 
love, as the Franciscan theologians will later put it, is found in 
Earlier writings (De doct. chr. y II, 41, 62; Conf. y VII, 10, 16 and X, 
30, 40), and most notably in one passage toward the end of the 
Confessions (XIII, 31, 46) : 39 

38 Du Roy, “U experience dc Tamour,” pp. 436-440. 

39 The theme is explored in Franz Korner, “Deus in homine videt, ,, 
Pbi/osopbiscbe Jabrbucb , LXIV (1956), pp. 166-217. 
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Those who see your works through your Spirit see you in them. There¬ 
fore when they see that these things are good, you arc the one who sees 
that they are good; and whatever things are pleasing because of you, 
you are the one who is pleasing in them; and whatever things please 
us through your Spirit are pleasing to you within us. 

The eighth book on the Trinity may be an attempt to develop this 
earlier insight. But fresh encouragement has come in the mean¬ 
time from a passage in Scripture which Augustine had previously 
overlooked, the fourth chapter of the First Epistle of John. 

The su spicio n that the eighth book was written earlier than 
books V=Vl! is borne out in another document in which the same 
theme of immediate experience of God as Dilectio appears, the 
sermons on the First Epistle of John. 40 It appears suddenly in 
the seventh sermon on the epistle, as he wrestles with the new 
ideas found in the fourth chapter: that God is Love, that love is 
from God and that he who loves is born of God, that love of 
God is bound up with love of one’s brother. Then it disappears 
just as quickly. Augustine will continue to say that a man is 
immediately aware of his own act of love (De Gen. ad lift ., XII, 
6, 15), but this phenomenon will be exploited for nothing more 
than to illustrate the way in which something can be known 
immediately, through itself and not through an intermediary, 
by its presence to the mind; the act of love will be no more 
privileged than the act of faith, which will be used in the same way 
as an illustration of immediate knowledge (. Ep . 147, 4, 9, also 
written about 413). 

The prologue of the sermons on the epistle states that Augustine 
had just preached a series of sermons on the Gospel according to 
John, and Mile. La Bonnardi£re’s judgment is that these must be 
the first sixteen of the sermons or tractatus on the gospel, trans¬ 
cribed during delivery and then edited by Augustine himself. 
It can be shown convincingly that these first sermons on the 
gospel belong to the same period as the sermons on the Psalms 
of Ascent (the 119th through the 133rd in the Greek and Latin 
numbering); in fact they were delivered in alternation, according 
to the requirements of the lectionary, and a theme which arises 

40 The correlation has already been made by du Roy, “L’expdricnce de 
Tamour,” pp. 428-429, and U Intelligence de la foi en la Trinife, pp. 431-432, 
though he seems wrong in dating book VIII early, about 400 or even before. 



EXPLORATION (397-410) 235 

from one book will be reflected in the sermons on the other, in 
regular sequence. Maurice Le Landais has worked out a detailed 
table of the likely order of the sermons and their dates in the Church 
calendar. 41 They begin shortly before the feast of St. Crispina 
on December 5, which is mentioned in the sermon on Psalm 120, 
and continue through the Paschal season. Le Landais follows the 
usual chronology, which places them between 413 and 415, but 
Mile. La Bonnardi&re’s method of dating passages by a study of 
the Scriptural texts that are used places them between 405 and 
410, and an analysis of the calendar suggests the winter and spring 
of 406-407. 42 Since the su ggestion that God can be experienced 
in man’s own a ct of love is seeminglydimited to on e short perind T 
it seems probable that the eighth book on the Trinity comes from 
this period, thus from the late spring or the summer of 407, 
following the sermons on the epistle. 43 

All the evidence confirms this hypothesis. That these sermons 
are earlier than book XI of the Genesis commentary is proved by 
their undeveloped interpretation of the statement (John 8, 44) 
that Satan “did not stand in the truth” ( Enarr . in Ps. 121, 3; 

x 4; D3> 1; In Joann, ev., tr. 3, 7; 5, 1; 8, 15; 14, 2). Augustine 
takes a view of Satan which he will soon call into question, for 
he makes use of Isaiah 14, 12 (“ Lucifer qui mane oriebatnr , cecidit ”) 
and says that Satan was called Lucifer because he was first 
radiant with reflected~wisdom but then became dark because he 
did not remain in the Truth (In Joann . ev. 9 tr. 3, 7; Enarr. in Ps. 
120, 5). Soon Augustine will be more strongly inclined toward 
the opinion that the devil never stood in the Truth, and he will 
interpret the Lucifer passage as applying more to the devil’s 

41 Maurice Le Landais, “Deux annees dc predication de saint Augustin,” 
tLtudes augustinietmes (Theologie, XXVIII; Paris, 1953), p. 35. 

42 La Bonnardierc, pp. 48-50. 

43 The seventeenth sermon on the Fourth Gospel docs pose a problem, for 
it alludes to the dilectio theme (tr. 17, 8), though only briefly, and in the course 
of making the different point that by loving one’s neighbor one purifies 
oneself for the vision of God. I agree with Mile. La Bonnardierc’s judgment 
that this sermon and those following it come from a period later than the 
first sixteen. Why, then, the allusion to the dilectio theme? It may be that 
Augustine was reminded of it by looking into his earlier writings on the 
Trinity, for these sermons exhibit far greater interest than the earlier ones in 
the Trinitarian problem and reflect a more developed understanding of the 
Trinity. Indeed, they were probably called forth by the Arian challenge of 
418. 
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human entourage, especially those who have first been within the 
people of God (De Gen. ad litt. y XI, 23, 30—24, 31). Another 
indication of an early date is the absence of a biblical text which 
might have reinforced his assertion that God can be experienced 
in man’s own act of love. The passage in which Paul says that man 
becomes “one Spirit with God” (I Corinthians 6, 17) is entirely 
absent in the eighth book on the Trinity, but it does appear 
in book VI (3, 4; 4, 6; 8, 9) and in Ep. 147, 15, 37, and much 
later in book XIV, 14, 20. 

What our investigations show is that the original De Trinitate 
was a fragmentary enterprise, without the unified plan that scholars 
have thought he had from the start. Perhaps it was at some time 
during these years, while he was struggling to piece together a 
more comprehensive doctrine of the Trinity, that he wrote the 
famous passage which is included (together with summary 
material which comes from a later time) in the prologue to book 
III: 

I would have them believe who will that I would rather occupy myself 
with reading than with writing more things to read, and if they will not 
believe it, let them give me something which would answer the ques¬ 
tions, my own and those of others, whose weight I must bear because 
of my office in the service of Christ and my ardor in the defense of our 
faith against the waverings of carnal and animal men; then they would 
see how easily I would restrain such activities and how gladly I would 
put up my pen. 

He goes on to say that the works on this question which “we” 
have read (the Latin world? his own circle?) are not widely 
diffused, and not enough skill in the Greek language is current 
“among us” to make works in that language widely known; 
he is sure that he has exhausted the few translations that are 
available. 

But I cannot resist my brethren, whose rights over me make me their 
servant, when they ask me to obey their altogether laudable desires in 
Christ and employ my tongue and pen—the two-horsed chariot which 
caritas urges on in me. And I must confess that in the process of writing 
I have learned many things which I had not known before. Therefore 
let not my labor be deemed superfluous if it reaches the eyes of the 
leisured or the erudite, for it has been indispensable to many men who 
have neither leisure nor erudition, among whom I number myself. 


2 37 
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About 413 he was to discover new vistas opened up by the Greek 
fathers, and only then would he be able to draw the work into a 
unity and move toward an unforeseen conclusion. 


4. The Shadow of Porphyry 

One feature often noted in the Confessions and subsequent writings 
is the vigor of Augustine’s attacks on the Platonists, those proud 
philosophers who scorn Christianity and claim to be able to 
make their own way toward salvation. Augustine st ill considered 
himself a Platonist and utilized the writings of the philosophers; 
Bufthere was now a marked ambivalence in his attitudes toward 
them, and a sharp discrimination between the useful contribu¬ 
tions they had made and the final bankruptcy of their orientation. 

At some time during those years Augustine must have become 
acquainted with Porph yry’s attacks on Chris tianity in his work 
On the Philosophy fro?n Oracles. The shock waves can be clearly 
discerned in 400, when Augustine wrote On the Agreement of the 
Evangelists. This work, in which for the first time he utilized, for 
scholarly purposes, Jerome’s new “critical translation” of the 
gospels, was directed chiefly against the Manichaeans’ exploita¬ 
tion of the inconsistencies in the gospel accounts, which he had 
already aired a year or two earlier in Against Faustus. But August¬ 
ine says in the Ketractationes (II, 42, 1) that the first book of the 
work was in answer to those who, though they pretend to honor 
Christ as an exceptionally wise man, refuse to believe the New 
Testament writings because they were set down not by him but 
by his disciples, who erroneously thought him divine. And 
within the work itself (De cons. ev. y I, chapters 13-15) he mentions 
that the Platonists claim to know of books written by Jesus, in 
the form of epistles to Peter and Paul, concerning the magical 
arts by which he did his miracles: thus it is alleged that Jesus 
himself, far from denying the pagan gods, cultivated them. 
From what Augustine says about Porphyry in The City of God it is 
evident that he was the cause of this sudden flurry of activity; 
but how much earlier than 400 his influence was felt is less certain. 
Since the discovery of the anti-Christian animus of this leader of 
neo-Platonism brought about some major changes in Augustine’s 
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thinking, we must devote some attention to the character of his 
attacks on the Platonists and ask when and how it was that 
Porphyry “cast his shadow between Plotinus and Augustine.” 44 

Careful study of the quotations in T he City of God and elsewhere 
makes it possible to get some idea of Porphyry the opponent of 
Christianity. 45 On one side he was highly critical of pagan religion 
and said that ignorance and vice could not be removed by the 
mysteries but only by the divine hypostases themselves ( De civ. 
Dei , X, 23 and 28). And yet he was caught in a dilemma. He 
recognized that it is given to only a few to reach God by the path 
of immediate contemplation of the divine Nous, and, lacking any 
confidence in Christianity, he had to counsel the multitude to 
follow the way of the mysteries and magic; yet he himself viewed 
this way as insufficient, for according to his own theory it was 
capable of purifying only man’s imagination, not his mind. In 
his book On the Return of the Soul he enunciated the famous 
precept, “ Corpus est omne fugiendum ”: one who wishes to attain 
lasting beatitude must transcend the corporeal altogether, even 
the imaginal, and worship the Father in the pure sacrifice of 
intellectual contemplation; in that way alone is it possible to 
escape definitively from the cycle of reincarnations in which the 
soul rises to the astral heaven but is drawn downward once more. 
Porphyry, according to a number of passages in Augustine 
(Serm . 241, 4-7; De civ. Dei , X, 30; De Trin ., XIII, 9, 12), was 
embarrassed by the standard Platonist doctrine of an unending 
/cycle of reincarnations, leaving beatitude to return to the miseries 
of this life once more, and held out the possibility of enduring 
beatitude with the Father, though only for those who succeeded 
in dying to the body, purifying their souls of all interest in its 
affairs. 46 

Augustine points out that the same Porphyry who in his 
letter to the Egyptian priest Anebo raised some embarrassing 
questions about ritual and theurgy, in his work on the return 
of the soul settled for the second-best, knowing that a purely 
inward worship is only for the few, and advised those who could 

44 Paul Henry, P lot in et /’ Occident , p. 91. 

45 Sec especially Pepin, Tbeologie cosmique et tbeologie cbretien , pp. 418-461; 
O’Meara, Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles in Augustine ; and Hadot, “ Citations 
de Porphyre chcz Augustin.” 

46 Pepin, Tbeologie cosmique et tbeologie cbretien , pp. 434-442. 
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not live intellectually to go to the theurgists for purification by 
way of the imagination (De civ. Dei , X, n and 27). But it may be 
that Augustine is not making an effort to assess Porphyry’s 
views fairly. Without doubt Porphyry recommended theurgy-^ 
only as a penultimate way, as a preparation for the inward worship 
which alone leads to lasting happiness. It is true that Porphyry 
linked ritual and divination with the evil demons, especially 
“the one who is called Fa/lax” the Deceiver ( De civ. Dei , X, 11); 
and Pierre Hadot, very much in continuity with Augustine’s 
attempt to catch Porphyry in an inconsistency, thinks that the 
philosopher changed his views. It may be (as Hadot thinks) that 
Porphyry in the early work On the Philosophy from Oracles freely 
used the products of divination but later, in On the Return of the 
Soul and the letter to Anebo, rejected his earlier enthusiasms. 47 
But it is also possible that Porphyry’s views can be made con¬ 
sistent with the aid of a distinction which he himself certainly 
made between the good and the evil spirits. In the only passage 
Augustine cites under the title of The Philosophy from Oracles 
(De civ. Dei , XIX, 23, 4) Porphyry says that the Hebrews rightly 
prohibited commerce with the evil daimones of the air and with 
the lesser spirits of the earth while they venerated the heavenly 
gods and, most of all, God the Father; and Porphyry adds that 
this is what the heavenly gods themselves have commanded, 
urging that the soul be turned toward God and not toward 
themselves. But uninstructed and impious men did not heed their 
commands and served the daimones in a way incompatible with 
the proper worship of GodrThe sequel indicates, implicitly at 
least, the difference between the two modes of worship, for he 
says that God the Father of all has need of nothing (“nu/lius 
indiget ”), but it is good for us when we worship him through 
righteousness and purity and the other virtues, when life itself 
is made a prayer by seeking God (thus purifying the soul), and 
imitating him (thus deifying the soul by directing all its affections 
toward him). 

What characterizes true worship, then, is that it does not 
bring men under bondage but, because of the generosity of God 
(and of the celestial gods), leads them toward fulfillment. The 
demons, on the other hand, attempt to draw men under their 

47 Hadot, “ Citations de Porphyrc chcz Augustin,” pp. 226-229. 
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power. They accomplish this chiefly, it seems, through divination, 
and the fact that their oracles are fulfilled makes men give them 
credence. Porphyry carefully worked out a theory of the way in 
which they are able to predict the future, and it indicates (if 
nothing else did) that he placed the demons in a different class 
from the higher gods, for according to him they do not have a 
knowledge of the ideas in the divine Nous but either calculate 
the future effects of present causes or announce projects of their 
own which are fulfilled because of their power over men’s passions 
and over the lower portions of the cosmos. 48 

Augustine may in fact have plagiarized from Por phyry even 
whi k criticizh ig-him. Twice in contexts related to problems raised 
by the philosopher (De cons, ev ., I, 35, 53; De Trin. y IV, 18, 24) 
Augustine quotes from Plato’s Tinmens (29C): “As the temporal 
is to the eternal, so faith is to truth.” 49 The point he wants to 
make in both passages is thatjnen, weighed down with earthly 
loves, are incapable of reaching the eternal and can be purified 
only through belief, and belief is bound up with the temporal 
in two ways: it concerns human life, which is mutable, and it is 
directed toward verbal accounts of temporal events. What makes 
it likely that Augustine acquired this passage at second hand is the 
fact that it is used as an isolated slogan, with no awareness of 
its meaning in the context of Plato’s dialogue (namely, that one 
must tell a story in order to describe appropriately the origin and 
destiny of a temporal universe), 50 for its purpose here is to 
support an anagogic theory of religious symbols. This is not 
totally foreign to the dialogue itself, I grant, for Plato was 
suggesting that the men of old had transmitted beliefs which were 
worthy of credence, but the anagogical use of the Tinmens cosmo¬ 
gony and other religious traditions comes to be regularized only 
in the middle Platonism of Albinus and Nemenius. To Augustine 
the anagogical function of religious symbols has a Christian 

48 O’Meara, Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles in Augustine, pp. 143-145. 

49 Ibid., pp. 106, 166, n. 2. 

50 This is, in fact, Augustine’s own more usual view of the nature of belief 
(that it concerns the past and future course of the world, beyond the range of 
immediate experience), and it is even developed at length in proximity to one 
passage in which Tim., 29C is used (De. Trin., IV, 16, 21), but it is not bound 
to it by any logical ties and the point being made is quite different; therefore 
Augustine’s theory of belief probably comes from Varro. 
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meaning, of course, based upon his own earlier reflections (many 
of them already influenced by neo-Platonism). But such a theme 
could also be found in Porphyry, where it would be related to his 
own belief in the revelations made through the various cults and 
oracles, starting where man is and leading him toward the divine 
through a process of purification. If Porphyry does differentiate, 
as I have argued he does, between the demons, who deceive man, 
and the celestial gods, who do not seek honors for themselves but 
promote the worship of the Father, then he could give a place 
to theurgic initiations which conduct men into the divine presence, 
where the divine Nous then completes the process. Augustine, 
to be sure, disputes Porphyry’s faith that the oracles have come 
from the divine realm; nevertheless his own conception of the way 
of salvation has many similarities to that of the philosopher. 

Augustine was not disposed to respect Porphyry’s scruples in 
this matter, however, both on principle, for Christian traditi on^ 
with almost complete unanimity c lassed j die Greek de ities among 
t he fallen a ngels, and for polemical reasons, since Porphyry 
had attacked the Christian religion as a worship of demons an<T 
Augustine, never one to lose debating points, turned the accusa¬ 
tion around and suggested, though with great sorrow, that he 
was the one who was really under the sway of the demons. 
Porphyry, it seems, stood in a poignant situation. In his native 
^Syrla 7 if Eusebius is to be believed (Ecclesiastical History , VI, 19), 
h e was acquainte d with Origen and his strongly Platonist brand of 
Christianity during his early years, but was frightened away by 
the persecutions which broke out while he was still a youth. 
He seemed to desire a universal way of salvation of the sort that 
Christianity claimed to be, but he said that if there was such a way 
it had not yet come to his attention (De civ. Dei , X, 32). Augustin e 
suspected that he had considered Christianity only to rejec t it; 
he saw the persecutions and thought it was soon to die out, and 
concluded that it could not be the universal way. But he retained 
a certain longing for some elements of Christianity, and even 
more for the monotheism of the Old Testament (Porphyry, like 
Posidonius before him, had high regard for the God of Israel), 
and took into his philosophy such Jewish and Christian doctrines 
as the creation of matter from nothing and the everlasting salva¬ 
tion of the soul. 
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His ambivalence made him, so to speak, one of the first 
“rationalist” Christians or semi-Christians, though the Chaldaean 
Oracles which he utilized suggest that he was anticipated in this 
by the second-century Platonist, Julian the Theurgist, who 
compiled them. According to The City of God (XIX, 23)'Porphyry 
quoted with approval an oracle of Apollo to a man who had 
asked what God he should worship in order to win back his 
wife from Christianity: the reply was that she was demented 
beyond hope, worshipping a “dead god” who had been executed 
by a just sentence, and the oracle concluded, “The Jews appre¬ 
hend God better than the Christians.” Again, there is an oracle of 
Hecate to the effect that Jesus had a pious soul, but is wrongly 
worshipped, for he merely shares an immortality common to all 
pious souls. When asked why Jesus had been condemned, the 
oracle answered that he had misled other men fataliter, by the 
decree of the gods, who willed that he should be the occasion 
of error to many souls not destined for salvation; but this should 
arouse not resentment against him but pity for the folly of the 
Christians (XIX, 23). Porphyry’s view - of .Christianity, then, is 
that i t is not the hoped-for wa v of salvation for all men, but that 
Jesus jyas a most wise and righteous man whose soul, like all 
righteous souls, was exalted to lasting beatitude, though without 
resurrection of his bo dy, for any union of the soul with the body 
woulcfbe inconsistent with true happiness. The New Testament 
writings wer e c onsidere d to be larg ely fiction; the Christian 
religion, a'culTbf demoris rnasqueradmg as a worship of the Son 
of God, with Peter, a practitioner of magic arts, the chief culprit 
(maleficus [De civ. Dei, XVIII, 53-54]). 

At what time does Augustine indicate an awareness of this 
anti-Christian Porphyry? Perhaps about 390, at the time he wrote 
On True Religion, though the lack of any specific response to the 
details of his criticism of Christianity is puzzling. 51 If we leave 
this possibility open, we must then ask when Porphyry’s attack on 
Christianity, if he knew of it earlier, next registered on Augus¬ 
tine s sensibilities, this time evoking a more agitated reaction. 

One possible clue might be the indictment of the Platonists 
issued at the end of book VII of the Confessions (20, 26—21, 27), 
where Augustine says he thinks it fortunate that he read the books 

51 See chapter 2, section 3, above. 
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of the Platonists first, and only then the writings of the apostle 
Paul, for it showed him the difference between “presumption” 
and “confession,” between glimpsing the goal in the distance 
but not being able to arrive at it and traveling the one road that 
actually leads there. But the presumption of the Platonists need 
not be anything as explicit as Porphyry's attempt to gain purific a- 
tion by his own powers, apart from the Christian religion, though 
the latter is meant in two later passages, coming from about 
406, which use the same figure of the way and the goal ( De Trin 
IV, 15, 20; In Joann . ev ., tr. 2, 2-4). All that Augustine says in the 
Confessions is in keeping with what can be gathered about 
Augustine’s situation at the time of his conversion, especially 
as it was clarified in his talks with Simplicianus, 52 and need not 
be an after-image of some fresh insult from Porphyry. 

But one feature of Augustine’s remarks about the Platonists 
has often been taken to be clear proof of the impact of Porphyry, 
certainly by the time Augustine wrote the Confessions , and, if the 
narrative has any historical value, as early as the spring of 386. 
That is his use of Romans 1 against the Platonists. 53 He applies 
to them the statement (Romans 1,21): “Knowing God, they did 
not honor him as God or give thanks” ( Conf , VII, 9, 15; VIII, 
1, 2). Even to say this is to pay them a left-handed compliment, 
for he contrasts them with others, mentioned in Wisdom 13, 1, 
who have no knowledge of God at all (Prop, ad Ron 3; Conf. y 
VIII, 1, 2). But continuing his indictment he applies to them 
the rest of the passage in Romans, even accusing them, it would 
appear, of idolatry and the worship of creatures rather than the 
Creator. Since Porphyry is far more vulnerable than Plotinus to 
such accusations—especially the Porphyry of the Philosophy fro?n 
Oracles or perhaps of On Abstinence —these passages are important 
for judging which works of Porphyry Augustine read, when he 
read them, and what effect they had upon his thinking. What we 
shall find, however, is that the Porphyrian hypothesis is far less 
secure than it seems at first glance. 

52 See chapter 1, section 2, above. 

53 O’Meara, The Young Augustine , pp. 143-155; Goulven Madcc, “Con- 
naissance de Dieu et action dcs graces. Essai sur les citations de VPp. aux 
Ro/nains, I, 18-25 dans l’ceuvre de saint Augustin,” RA , II (1962), pp. 273- 
309. 
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The first important passage (Con/., VII, 9, 15), coming at the 
conclusion of a list of the things he read and the things he did not 
read in the books of the Platonists (since the wise of this world, 
though they know of the Word, refuse to learn from Christ in 
his humility), says: 

Therefore I also read there the travestied glory of your incorruption, 
changed into idols and various images, the likenesses of corruptible 
man and birds and animals and reptiles—that Egyptian food, clearly, 
for which Esau lost his birthright, for it was the head of an animal that 
your first-born people worshiped as though it were you {pro te), return¬ 
ing to Egypt in their hearts and bowing down their souls, the image of 
God, before the image of a calf that eats hay. These things I found 
there, but I did not eat of them, for it pleased you. Lord, to take away 
from Jacob the reproach of being the second-born, so that the elder 
should serve the younger; thus you have called the Gentiles into your 
inheritance. I came to you from among the Gentiles, and I set my mind 
upon the gold which you had willed your people to carry away from 
Egypt, for it was yours, wherever it was: thus you said once to the 
Athenians through your apostle that “in God we live and move and 
have our being ” as some, even by their testimony, had said; and the books 
which I read belonged most assuredly to that gold. But I did not set 
my mind upon the idols of the Egyptians, which are served using your 
gold {de auro tuo ) 54 when they change the truth of God into a lie and 
honor and serve the creature more than the Creator. 

The Platonists are represented, then, as the Egyptians, whose food 
Augustine refused to eat but whose gold he stole in the fashion 
of the Israelites. It has often been thought that the mention of 
Egypt is explained by Augustine’s knowledge that Plotinus came 
from there, or that Egypt was the epitome of all that was striking 
about the pagan religion which fascinated Porphyry. But the 
Egyptian food and the gold and the idols are all spoken of 
metaphorically. The concrete language about animal forms is 
required by the Pauline text (Romans 1, 23), but Augustine 
interprets it, as we shall see, rather less tangibly. And it should 
be noted that the calf is not called golden—gold is spoken of in a 

54 This is an instrumental use of de, often found in Augustine. A number of 
examples from the Confessions (among which this passage is not included) are 
listed in Clement Idrdlicka, A Study of the Cate Cat in Vocabulary and of the 
Prepositions and Demonstrative Pronouns in the Confessions of St. Augustine 
(Washington, 1951), pp. 168-169. 
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very different connection. The idols are served “using your 
gold”; it is not that the idols are made of gold but that the gold 
is used in serving real creatures . Thus the passage is more complex 
than it appears, and two distinct motifs converge in it. 

T he metaphor d escr ibing doctrines as JhocLis found elsewhere 
in the Confessions in con nection with the Manichaeans, and it is 
even embroidered by calling the Internal media of communication 
through speech or writing “dishes” (III, 6, io; V, 3, 3). There 
the food is identified with the imaginings of Manichaean mytho- 
logy, which cannot satisfy because they are nothing; they are 
worse than the visible sun and moon, which are at least real, and 
they are worse than the fables of the poets, which are not alleged 
to be true (III, 6, 10). The equivalent theme of the changing of 
the glory of the incorruptible God into the likeness of corruptible 
men, based on Romans 1, 23, is first found in the address On 
Faith and the Creed (7, 14), delivered in 393. At that time Augustine 
already associates it with the religious use of the imagination, 
and he says that we are not to imagine God as having a right or 
left side, or sitting with his knees bent, lest we fall into the sacrilege 
condemned by the apostle; for if it is an abomination to set up an 
image of God in a Christian temple, it is all the more an abomina¬ 
tion to set up such an image in the heart, which is the true temple 
of God. The Egyptian food must have to do, then, with a bondage 
to phantasmata which the Platonists should have been able to 
avoid but to which Augustine accuses them of succumbing 
despite all their precautions. Perhaps what he has in mind is their 
acceptance of the pagan myths as vehicles of philosophical truth. 

The other motif, that of the “spoiling of the Egyptians,” was 
a commonplace in the Church to describe its utilization of the 
best of Greek learning as truth ultimately derived from God. 
The Platonists and other philosophers have gained a knowledge 
of God a and though they have misused it the gold is still God’s 
own and can be exploited by the people of God. The first use of 
the theme of “spoiling the Egyptians” is in De doct . chr ., II, 40, 60, 
and there we can see more clearly the force of the antithesis 
between the Egyptian food, which Augustine refuses altogether, 
and the gold which is expropriated because it really belongs to 
God. Just as the Egyptians had many valuable things which the 
people of Israel detested and avoided, but had other valuable 
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things which they took with them to put to better use, so, he 
says, the tea chings of the pagan philosophers, most notable among 
whom aretKeTTatonists, contain not only vain imagining s and 
burdensome practices which Christians ought to avoid, but 
jr iany tru ths—the liberal disciplines, moral precepts, even truths 
concerning the one God—which are like gold and silver dug from 
the mines of divine Providence, which operates everywhere, but 
misused in the worship of demons (cf. Enarr . in Ps. 46, 6; Serw . 
197, 1; De un, bapt. y IV, 5-6). 

T he two the mes are quite distinct. Men can be misled by their 
iwagitiatiofrran&^to )ect them upon God; and men can know God 
and yet worship creatures {real creatures, not idols, which are 
mere imaginations). If we wish to see all this spelled out more 
clearly it can be found in the Confessions , V, 3, 5, where Augustine 
is reflecting on the aberrations of the men who have gained a 
knowledge of astronomy—the astrologers, certainly, but perhaps 
the philosophers as well, both Stoic and Platonist. They have 
thought too highly of themselves, Augustine says; supposing 
themselves exalted and lucid like the stars,” whose paths they 
can trace, they have in reality fallen to the ground with darkened 
hearts. Then follows the analysis (and I punctuate not according 
to the printed editions but as the logic of the passage seems to 
require): 

They say many true things ab out the created world , but t hey d qmot 
see k the Truth , the Creator of these tilings, with reverence; therefore 
They either dcT not find him or, if they do find him, they do not honor 
him as God or give thanks. They be come^vaimin-their thoughts and 
think themselves wise, attributlng to themselves what belongs to God; 
as a consequence they (a) attempt, with the most misguided blindness’ 
to attribute to God the illusions {tnendacia) that they find within them¬ 
selves, projecting them upon God, who is Truth, and thereby changing 
the glory of the incorruptible God into the likeness of corruptible man 
and birds and animals and reptiles (Romans 1, 23), and (b) convert the 
truth of God into a lie {wendacinm), worshipping and serving the 
creature more than the Creator (Romans 1, 25). 

Idolatr y thus has two distinct aspects. It may be the con¬ 
structing of phantasmata and projecting them upon God (this 
is a line of analysis growing out of neo-Platonism and present in 
Augustine’s thought from the first); or it may be the worship of 
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creatures (and this, as we shall see, is based on Varro’s philosophy 
of religion). In both cases there is a confusion of divine truth 
with lies (not falsehoods, for wendaciuw is a far stronger term than 
fallaciuw). But in the one the movement is from the imagination 
toward the divine, giving divine status to something which man 
has concocted within himself, while in the other the movement 
is from a valid knowledge of the divine to some perversion of the 
proper service of God. When there is only the former, the situa¬ 
tion is described by Wisdom 13, 1, which speaks of the vanity 
of men who do not know God, even on the basis of the good things 
they see around them; when there are both of them together, he 
applies Romans 1, 18-25, which describes men who are able to 
follow the indications everywhere present in the created world 
and rise above them to a knowledge of God himself, but who then 
misuse their knowledge and are plunged back into the same 
situation as the others (Prop, ad Row., 3; Conf., VIII, 1, 2). In 
the latter case, that of men who know God but do not honor 
him as God or give thanks (Romans 1, 21), the aspect of enslave¬ 
ment to the imagination is expressed by their exchanging the 
glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man 
or birds or animals or reptiles (Romans 1, 23), while the aspect 
of misuse of the knowledge of God is expressed by their exchang¬ 
ing the truth of God for a lie and serving creatures rather than 
the Creator (Romans 1, 25). 

Augustine began to use this passage from Romans more 
frequently and to direct it against the Platonists not after reading 
something new of Porphyry’s but after reading Ambrosiaster’s 
commentary, which suggested to him the broader import of the 
passage. Men think themselves wise, this writer says, when they 
investigate the orbits of the planets and the qualities of the 
elements; and they excuse their neglect of God by thinking that 
they can rise to him through these created things, as one gets 
to a king through his courtiers, while all that they are doing in 
reality is to transfer the name ^f ^Go d^to create d_things and 
worship tlieir own fellow servants rather than God himself 
(In Row. 1,23). Then follows the explanation of this phenomenon, 
a kind of “logic of idolatry,” following the clues given by 
Paul in Romans 1, 25: to “change the truth of God into a lie” is 
to ascribe the term “God,” which has truth when it is used with 
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proper reference, to wood and stone and metal, which have their 
own true or appropriate names, different from God’s. It may not 
be that God is directly denied; but because lying is a deliberate 
confusion of the true and the false, it is a lie to use the name or 
attributes of God with reference to creatures. Then the true God 
is being rejected de facto , and the creature is worshiped more than 
the Creator. And in all of this it is men’s knowledge of God that 
^ makes them inexcusable, liars and not only in error (In Ron/. 1,25). 

Augustine now elaborates this theory of idolatry with the help 
^QfLVarro^sjihjios of relig ion, preserved in The City of God , 
VII, 5—6. Varro had saicTthat the men of old erected statues and 
other images as a visible reminder of that which can only be 
apprehended with the mind. He even gave it a Posidonian twist, 
for Posidonius had used this line of analysis to criticize the 
idolatries of Greek civic religion, arguing that images only 

decrease awe and increase error,” and had suggested instead 
that the true icon is the whole physical universe, through which 
God is to be approached not with the eyes but with understand¬ 
ing; philosophy therefore is the true “ mystery,” giving access 
to the World Soul and to all its parts. 53 Augustine, always alert to 
subtleties which might serve his polemic, uses this Posidonian 
theme in 1 he City of God to twit Varro, who reproduced it in his 
writings but did not have the courage to reject civic religion 
entirely: on your theory, Augustine says, it would have been 
better for the ancients to worship without any icons at all; and 
in any case, he adds, this Stoic theory even at its best really 
concludes to a World-Soul which is bound up with all things, 
not to a Creator (VII, 5). 

That precisely these themes were of concern to Augustine at 
an earlier time as well is proved by a number of his sermons 
against idolatry, preached in 399 or soon after, at the time the 
imperial edict of Honorius began to be enforced in North 
Africa. 56 A number of times Augustine paraphrases the philos¬ 
ophical justification of the use of images: that it is not the image 

Samuel Blankert, Seneca (Tipis/, 90) over tia/unr cn cultnnr en Posidonius als 
sijn Iron (Amsterdam, 1940), pp. 190ft*. 

50 La Bonnard iere, Kecbercbes de chronologie augustinienne, pp. 158-164. She 
mentions especially Enarr. in Ps. 113, sermo 2, and Sermo 197; also Sermo 62 
Enarr. in Ps. 76, 15, and Enarr. in Ps. 96, 11. 
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itself, but the reality it signifies, that is being worshiped. The 
Stoic coloration of this theory enables him to attack it despite its 
sophistication; he needs only to point out that the thing signified 
by the statute of a deity is some part of the world, such as the 
earth or sea or sun, or at best the numinous power at work in it, 
and not God the Creator. His argument, then, is that the use of 
images, even when given the benefit of the doubt and interpreted 
in mliorem parte;//, is an attribution of deity to parts of creation 
and thus a transformation of the truth into a lie. 

The date of his interest in this motif can be pushed back even 
farther, to 396, for in On^Chnsj^JJ^ad^ing (III, 6, 10—7, 11), 
in the context of a warning that the sign not be mistaken for the 
thing signified, he adds that it does no good to say that the statue 
of Neptune is a sign of something else, for it refers only to the sea; 
therefore the only suitable conclusion of that argument is that 
^^r_thLe_-sign-nor the thing signified should be worshiped. By 
contrast with the Stoics he takes the case of Israel, which properly 
observed many rituals even when their meaning was not known, 
for these rituals signified the redemptive deeds of the Creator and 
through them men’s worship was properly directed. 

The outcome of these investigations into Augustine’s under¬ 
standing of Romans 1 is that it is impossible to say, on the basis of 
the passage in book VII of the Confessions , that Augustine was 
reacting specifically against Porphyry the devotee of mythology 
and theurgy. The meaning of Augustine’s language, despite 
appearances, is far more “spiritualized” than that. His indictment 
is the subtler one that the Platonists, though they have appre¬ 
hended the Truth of God, have been led through their pride 
farther into dependence upon images (at least to the extent of 
studying the traditional myths and acquiescing in the idolatry 
of popular religion), and thereby they have been serving creatures 
rather than the Creator, at least de facto , since the referent of the 
pagan myths and idols is the natural world. 

There is nothing in book VII of the Confessions , furthermore, 
to indicate that Augustine yet had any thought that the Platonists 
were under the sway of the demons. His theory of myth and 
idolatry remains Varronian. But a change can be seen in book X 
of the Confessions (41, 66—42, 67). Speaking in his own person, 
but probably as a representative of the universal situation of 
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fallen man, he says that he had glimpsed God’s splendor but was 
not able to approach it, and in order not to lose God he wanted 
to possess, along with God, a lie ( mendaciuni); as a consequence 
he lost God as well, for God does not share his place with a lie. 
He utters a cry that comes out of the general human situation: 

Who can reach God ?... Whom will I find who can reconcile me with 
God ? Should I have recourse to angels ? With what prayers and rituals ? 

Many people, trying to return to God but not being able to 
accomplish it by themselves, have turned, so he hears (from 
Porphyry?), to angels, and then have desired visions, and then 
have become prey to illusions. Thereupon Augustine gives his 
full diagnosis, once more following the pattern of Romans 1 
but without its language: men who, instead of submitting humbly 
to God, were puffed up with pride and sought after knowledge 
attracted the fallen angels to themselves, for they resembled them 
at heart; these powers of the air masqueraded as angels of God, 
and proud men were much impressed by them because they had 
no fleshly bodies, but th e magica l practices through which men 
had commerce with these powers and by which they thought 
they could become purified only furnished the means by which 
they were deceived by th e demqn s^nd broughtunder their hoick 
Th^devil, promising to be a mediator of salvation, is only the 
'deceiving mediator {fallax^jmdiator)^ of-deatlv^nd this is the 
deserved punishmenf'^f men’s sin. The sudden entry of this 
analysis of religion into Augustine’s writings, following so 
soon after his extensive use of the quite different theory of 
Varro, would seem to indicate the influence of Porphyry in the 
intervening time. 57 

57 Of the sermons listed by Mile. La Bonnardiere (note 56 above), only two 
( Enarr . in Ps. 113, sermo 2, and Enarr. in Ps. 76) fail to mention any themes 
that could have come from Porphyry, and even they mention Paul’s state¬ 
ment (I Corinthians 10, 19-20) that pagan sacrifice is a commerce with 
demons. Sermon 197 (said to have been preached on the Kalends of January, 
thus at least half a year later than the iconoclastic council in Carthage) has 
an extensive discussion, quite similar to Con X, 41, 66-43, 68, of the 
problem of proud men who attract the Deceiver to themselves and arc falsely 
promised a way of purgation. Enarr. in Ps. 96, 12 insists that holy men (such 
as Paul and Barnabas in Acts 14) and holy angels do not want to receive 
worship but direct all honor toward God; if men out of caution want to give 
reverence to the spirits, either good or evil, his answer is that those who 
worship God alone need fear nothing from either group—certainly an echo 
of Porphyry’s complex reflections. 
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Books I through IX of t he Confession s the more “ autobio¬ 
graphical” portions, were prohaHywritten in 397. But it has 
often been thought that books X through XIII were written 
later, since Augustine mentions (X, 3, 4) those who have read 
the earlier books; and the whole work could have reached 
completion at any time between 398 and 401. 58 If Augustine read 
Porphyry’s Philosophy from Oracles between the writing of book 
VII and of book X, the theory of two separate periods of 
composition would be supported. And since Augustine still 
adhered to the Varronian theory of religion in some of the 
sermons preached at the time of the Council of Carthage in May 
of 399, it would appear that he read Porphyry only after that date, 
and wrote the last books of the Confessions about the same time 
as the first book of On the Agreement of the Gospels , that is, about 
400, pouring his discontent into the latter and utilizing Porphyry’s 
insights in the former. 

During the period from about 400 to_4q5 (while he was 
working on the early books of On the Trinity and the Genesis 
commentary) Augustine does not seem to have been greatly 
disturbed about jPorphyry. He took a sanguine view of philo¬ 
sophical activity, refraining from attack upon the philosophers 
and even thinking quite “ rationalistically ” himself, as we have 
seen, expecting perhaps to beat the philosophers on their own 
ground. It may be that the kind of cosmological speculation in 
which Augustine, engaged, paying mu ch attention to the work 
of an gels a nd of demons, owes something to the c hallenge 
Torpiyry presented. And it is certam that one of his motives in 
wrlffn^trcrGenesis commentary was to vindicate the Scriptures 
in the face of the attacks of learned men. 

But he was not uncritical in his attitude toward Por phyry . 
Perhaps the^hosFrepresehtatiVe sampling of hisfthoughts during 
those years can be gained from a series of three sermons (numbers 
240-242 in the editions) preached on three successive days after 
Easter i n defense of the resurrection of the body. 59 Porphyry is 

58 For a survey of the question see Solignac’s introduction to the Con¬ 
fessions, BA, XIII, 45-54. 

59 These sermons should be dated about 403 or 404. Some features definite¬ 
ly place them not far from 400—the concern with the truth and consistency 
of the gospels (240, i), the view that bodily corruption is the only consequence 
of man’s sin (240, 3), the statement that the Platonists are “better” than other 
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mentioned three times by name and is once called “t he most bitter 
enemy of the Christian ^religio n” ( Serm. 241, 7). The doctrines 
reportecfare unmistakably his: the soul is immortal; the cause of 
its sorrows is to be located in an earlier life when it dwelt in the 
company of the stars until a desire for bodily things drew it 
downward; the only way to escape this cycle in which pro¬ 
visional beatitude is followed by another fall is to observe the 
precept, “The body is to be shunned altogether.” 60 

Augustine met Porphyry on the field of rational argument. He 
considered, first in these sermons and then in a number of other 
passages through the years, the problem posed by Porphyry: 
that the resurrection of the body is incompatible withTKeTasting 
h appiness of the soul (these passages, in chronological order, are 
Serm. 241, 7; De civ . Dei, X, 29 and XII, 20; De Trin ., XIII, 9, 
12; De civ. Dei , XIII, 16-18 and XXII, 26). In all these passages 
we find, usually quite explicitly, an interweaving of three motifs: 
Porp hyry’s precept to “flee the bodily altogether,” with the 
purpose of^purifying^Il 3 ieI 35 uTand ultimately reaching lasting 
beatitude, permanere cum Deo (De civ. Dei , X, 29); Porphyry’s 
consequent denial of the Christian doctrine of the resurrection 
of the body, that of Christ or of any other, as incompatible with 
beatitude; and Augu stine’s refut ation of this Porphyrian principle 
from the doctrmes^of PlatomsnTitself. For against Porphyry 
he can cite'Plato’s view that the godifhave ethereal bodies in the 
heavens (and it should be noted that Augustine’s understanding 
of the resurrected body was that while it is material it is not 
corruptible but is like the ethereal bodies attributed by Plato to 
the stars [Sermo 241, 7; De civ. Dei , X, 29 and XXII, 26; Retr., 

philosophers (240, 4; 241, 1-3), the suggestion that the stars are animated 
(241, 8; cf. De Gen. ad litt ., II, 18, 38), the interest in the order of the elements 
(242, 6, 8ff.), the well-developed theory of mediation (240, 5; cf. Conf. y X, 
41, 66-43, 68; D e cons ' ev *y I> 35, 5 3), and the interest in the idolatry of the 
Egyptians (241; cf. Serm. 197, 1). Some other features push the date some¬ 
what later—the interpretation of miracle (241, 1; cf. Ep. 102, q. 1, 5-6; 
In Joann. ev. y tr. 8, 1; De Gen. ad litt. y VI, 13, 25-14, 26), and the discussion of 
the problem of the initial beatitude of souls (or demons) which later fall: if 
they forget their past miseries and are unaware of their coming fall, they are 
happy through error, not through unending possession of God (241, 5; cf. 
Ep. 73, 7 to Jerome, written in 403-404). 

60 For a resolution of the seeming inconsistencies between the view report¬ 
ed in these sermons and what is known from other sources about Porphyry, 
sec Pepin, Tbeo/ogie cosmique et tbeologie cbretienne y pp. 434-442. 
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I, 4, 3]) ; and he quotes the famous passage on the eternity of the 
world from Plato’s Tima eus (41A-B), in which the Craftsman 
addresses the heavenly gods (I follow Augustine’s text): 

Consider those works of which I am the Father and Maker [this ex¬ 
cludes particular corporeal things, which are the work of the gods, but 
it includes the gods themselves, with their corporeal bodies, and the 
corporeal world as a whole]. Although what has been bound together 
can be dissolved again, only an irrational will would wish them to be 
unbound. Because you have come into being, you are not immortal 
and indissoluble; nevertheless you will not be dissolved, and death can¬ 
not touch you, for no hazard is stronger than my own purpose, which is 
a greater bond for your endurance through time than those natural 
bonds with which you were bound together when you came into being. 

This passage is u tilized against Porphyry in all the passages men¬ 
tioned, and is usually quoted at length. Augustine quotes it in 
Cicero’s translation, and this has led most scholars to list the 
Timaeus among the philosophical works which Augustine read. 
But O’Meara has already pointed out that the most extended 
passages from the Timaeus in Augustine’s writings appear in 
contexts related to Porphyry, and he suggests that the dialogue 
was given a prominent place in Porphyry’s Philosophy from 
Oracles and as a consequence held a special interest for Christian 
writers: both Arnobius and Aeneas of Gaza, in the context of 
discussions based on Porphyry, mention the same passage. 61 
Though O’Meara still assumes that Augustine read the Timaeus 
in Cicero’s translation, I believe that the evidence indicates that 
he knew only a few passages and that these can be traced to 
works in which they were quoted. His knowledge of this passage 
probably came, then, from Porphyry’s Philosophy from Oracles , 
and he simply used one passage in the work to refute another. 
He_himself as much as says this in De Trin ., XIII, 9, 12, where he 
tries t o sho w that Platonism, and especially Porphyry’s own 
modification of it, implies the Christian doctrine of resurrection: 
the Platonists had said that the soul is caught in a cycle of attaining 
to beatitude and then returning to the miseries of this life; those 
who were embarrassed about this doctrine (vi%. y Porphyry) 

61 O’Meara, Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles in Augustine , pp. 146-148, 
166, n. 2. See also Hadot, “Citations de Porphyre chez Augustin,” p. 216, n. 
47, where he attempts to show that it comes not from the Philosophy from 
Oracles but from On the Return of the Soul. 
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thought that the soul could attain to endless beatitude, but 
without a body; but because of the beliefs they themselves hold 
about the eternity of the world, they refute their own doctrine 
(“ ipsi redarguant ”) about the nature of the soul’s beatitude. And 
in De civ . Dei, X, 29, Augustine suggests that Porphyry quite 
inconsistently advises men to flee the body but believes the world 
to be a huge animal, held together by the World-Soul. 

If it was in Porphyry’s Philosophy from Oracles that Augustine 
first encountered the Platonist teaching that the steady purpose 
of the Craftsman is the bond of continuity for the heavenly gods 
and for the whole material world, there is a tantalizing possibility 
that Porphyry supplied to Augustine precisely that element in 
Platonism which is most akin to biblical thought and which is 
found in the 'Timaeus: the vivid sense of temporality and the 
problem of its relation to eternity (29C), the suggestion that the 
world originated in time (or, if not this, at least the awareness that 
it is constantly changing and that any element of order has been 
introduced by intelligent purpose), its explanation of creation as 
resulting from God’s lack of envy (29E), the joy of the Craftsman 
at the perfection of the universe (37C), and his address to the gods, 
promising that his steadfast will would preserve the ordered 
universe from the threat of dissolution (41A-B). 

The similarity between these features of the Timaeus and the 
interpretation Augustine gives of the creation narrative in the 
closing books of the Confessions and in the opening books of the 
Genesis commentary is striking. Although Augustine had long 
since drawn a contrast between that which changes and that 
which abides, and had seen that the former can gain stability 
only through adherence to the latter, and had even made the 
Holy Spirit the animating principle of this right ordering of the 
dynamic element in the world, it was only about 400 that all of 
these began to be drawn together into a unified cosmology. 

I do not intend to over-dramatize the change. It is precisely 
its subtlety and its appropriateness to what Augustine had already 
been saying that support the suspicion that a work by Porphyry 
may have occasioned it. Augustine could not have read the 
Timaeus prior to 400, for there are no echoes of it. And it is 
doubtful that he read it then, or at any later time, for his use of it 
is too fragmentary, even on the supposition that he passed over 
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the difficult mathematical and physical speculations contained in 
the dialogue. Some passages are only alluded to, or are used as 
isolated catch-phrases when their immediate context might have 
been useful for Augustine’s purposes. Thus the most decisive 
argument against Augustine’s having read the Timaeus is an 
argument from privation, from his ignorance of certain passages 
which he might have used and which might have been more 
valuable than those passages he did use. The presence of passages 
from the Tinmens in his writings can be accounted for by his 
reading of doxographies or philosophical discussions in the 
Platonist tradition, for they are in every case widely known, even 
commonplace passages. 62 What best explains the unobtrusive 
entry of these motifs into Augustine’s writings, even before he 
thought to cite the Tinmens for polemical purposes, is that they 
had already been taken up and reworked by Porphyry in the 
context of his own philosophical speculations, probably early in 
his career when he would still be classifiable as a “ middle 
Platonist.” 63 When Augustine encountered them they were 
already in a form quite compatible with his own Platonism, 

62 A check of The City of God indicates that comparatively few passages 
from Plato’s dialogue are utilized: 

(a) Several concern the passage (Tim., 31B-32B) which calls fire and earth 
the elements at the extremes, air and water the elements which join them 
together (De civ. Dei , VIII, n and 15; XXII, 11). These could come from a 
doxography or from some ecclesiastical writer. 

(b) Several point out, only in passing, that Plato called the astral spirits 
“created gods” (IX, 23; X, 31, XII, 25; cf. Serm. 241, 8). 

(c) Several cite the statement (Tim., 29E-30A) that the cause of God’s 
creating the world is that he was good and did good works. Cicero’s transla¬ 
tion is not used. 

(d) Mention is made of God’s joy at the perfection of the universe (Jim. 
37C) in De civ. Dei , XI, 7. It is uncertain whether this is in Cicero’s translation, 
for there is a lacuna in the manuscripts. 

(e) In De cons. ev. y I, 35, 53 and De Trin IV, 18, 24 there is a quotation 
from Cicero’s translation of Tim., 29C: “ quantum enim ad id quod or turn est 
aeternitas valet , tantum ad fide?n veritas .” I have argued above, following sug¬ 
gestions of O’Meara (pp. 106, 166, n. 2), that this was found in Porphyry. 

(f) This leaves only Tim., 41A-B, cited at length in a number of passages, 
which I have argued is derived from Porphyry again. 

63 The interest of middle Platonism in the problem of temporality and its 
overcoming by divine purpose is highlighted in Dorric, Porpbyrios ’ “ Symmikta 
Zetemata” pp. 171-172. The lasting interest of Porphyry in this aspect of the 
Timaeus cosmology, and his identification of the Demiurge with the World- 
Soul, is discussed in Theiler, Porpbyrios und Augustin , p. 15, and Beutlcr, 
“ Porphyrios,” cols. 304-305. 
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shaped as it was by Varro and by Plotinus and by other works of 
Porphyry; they stimulated him to look for new dimensions in the 
biblical text, and in the process his own theological position 
was drawn into a unity for the first time, though without any 
drastic reversal of his earlier convictions. 

Por phyry appears to Jiave played a dual role in- Augustine 's 
intellectual development. He b rought jo August ine's attention 
some features of the Platonist tradition which he had previously 
overlooked; and these were the aspects of Platonism most in 
keeping with biblical modes of thought. Thus he reinforced 
Augustine’s confidence that the most reasonable philosophy 
could be found in Scripture, and the reading of Porphyry’s 
Philosophy from Oracles may have been the immediate occasion of 
Augustine’s turning again to the creation narrative, first in the 
closing books of the Confessions and then in the Genesis com¬ 
mentary, in an attempt to trace that true philosophy. But 
Porphyry the opponent of Christianity brought to Augustine’s 
attention, far more forcibly than ever before, the tension between 
" . the Platonist and the biblical conceptions of tlie_coshios and of 
the"'destiny of man. 

And yet the situation is a curious one. For about five years 
Augustine was fully aware of Porphyry's anti-Christian sentiments 
and responded to them with reasoned argumentation. Suddenly 
he mounted a different attack on Porphyry, probably in 406, both 
in book IV of The Trinity and in the second sermon on the Gospel 
according to John, preached in December of that year. 64 What 
rankles him most about the philosophers, of course, is that they 
scoff at the resurrection of the body. But now he strikes at them 
with greater intensity,'an 3 ~with arguments that are more ad 
hominem . Fie thinks they are not qualified to speak on the question 
of resurrection. They are better than the other philosophers, to 
be sure, when it comes to understanding the unchangeable 
being of God through the things that are made. But this does not 
mean that they are also to be consulted about the temporal course 
of the world and its future destiny; that lies beyond the range of 
historical reports, and even the Platonists are unable to inspect 

64 For the dating of the earliest sermons on the Gospel of John, see Le 
Landais, “Deux annees de predication de saint Augustin,” p. 35, and La 
Bonnardiere, Recherches de cbronologie augustinienne , pp. 48-50. 
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the eternal ideas in which God has planned it out ( De Triti. , IV, 
16, 21—17, 23). And their pride not only makes them incapable 
of the contemplation of God; it leads them to despise the only 
way of access to it, the death and resurrection of Christ ( De Trin., 
IV, 13, 18 and 17, 23; In Joann. ev , 9 tr. 2, 4). And in the sixth 
book of the Genesis commentary (VI, 9, 15-17), which probably 
comes from that same period, 65 he decisively rejected for die first 
time the Platonist doctrine of the preexistence of the soul, whose 
possibility lie - had entertained for many years; and in explicit 
opposition to those who thought that the diversity of men’s 
fortunes is due to their merits from a previous life, he now 
asserted, again for the first time, a doctrine of heredita ry sin „ 
based on the biblical statement (Psalmf^o, 7^51, 5]) that man is 
“ conceived in iniquity.” 

What occasioned such a change of strategy? Pepin thinks 
that Augustine was made aware o fJPorphvry ’s later work Against 
the Ch ristians, not directly, for it had been suppressed by the 
Imperial officials, but through Eusebius and probably through 
other channels. 66 What these other channels might have been is 
suggested by an episode with personal overtones that took place 
about this time. A presbyter in Carthage had written to him 
reporting the objections to Christianity put forward by some 
illumnati in Carthage to a mutual friend of theirs whom they had 
been trying to persuade to become a Chrisdan (R etr., II, 57). 
His answer to these objections is contained in the letter to 
Deogratias (number 102 in the editions), which could have been 
written at any time between 406 and 410. Augusdne knew that 
five of the objections came from Porphyry, and the second is 


65 Some parallels between the different writings of this period may be 
noted: 



De Gen. 

In Joann, ev. 

De Trin. 

“that which is made is 
life in him” (John 1, 4) 

V, 13-15 

tr. 1, 16 

IV, 1, 3 

pride of the philosophers 


tr. 2, 2-4 

IV, 10, 13-17, 23 

“conceived in iniquity” 

VI, 9, 16 

tr. 3, 12; 4, 10 


six ages of the world 


tr. 9, 6; 15, 4 

IV, 4, 7 

“mystery of faith” 

(I Timothy 3, 16) 

V, 19 


IV, 20, 27 


66 See the entire discussion of Porphyry in Pepin, Theologie cosmique et 
tbeologie ebretienne , pp. 418-461. It seems to me that he argues far too strongly 
for an influence of Against the Christians on Sermons 240-242 (pp. 433-442), 
for nothing unique to that work is reflected in them. 
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seemingly ascribed to his work Against the Christians . He professed 
incredulity that the great Porphyry, whose works he knew, 
could have said such things (. Ep . 102, q. 4, 23; Retr ., II, 57). It 
may be that the episode (if it took place as early as 406) helped 
to tip the balance. 

And yet the fact that a basic shift was taking place in Augustine’s 
whole conception of man, involving some matters which 
belonged strictly to intramural debate among Christians, suggests 
that his turning against the philosophers might have been the 
effect not of some fresh insult to the faith from their side but of 
the stronger pull of doctrines incompatible with those of the 
philosophers, drawing his thoughts at last into a different orbit. 
And a more complete survey of his ideas at the time indicates that 
this is indeed what happened. 


5. The Old Adam 

The writings which come from the period abo ut 4o6 jjf the dating 
we have used is correct) testify to a major transition,in Augustine’s 
thought. He unambig uously, rejected tKe~Plat^isJ_dQCtriiie-A)f 
the soul’s preexistence,..at least so far as it implied that the soul’s 
present statels the result of its actions in a previous existence, 
in favor of the view that all men, even newborn infa nts, are ^ 
involved in the common destiny of the human race, entirely 
apart from their own decisions. In the sermons on John he says 
that man is born with a tradnx peccati et mortis , an offshoot of the 
sins of the parents, and it is characterized especially by con¬ 
cupiscence (In Joann. ev. y tr. 3, 12; 4, 10). In the fourth sermon on 
the First Epistle of John (tr. 4, 11) he spells it out even more fully: 

Adam was created by God, but when he consented to the devil he was 
born of the devil, and all whom he begot were like himself. We are 
born with desire, and even before we add our own guilt we are born of 

that damnation_Therefore there are two births, that ofAdam^and 

that ofChrist, the one casting us down to death 7 the other raising us up 
to lifeVtHe^one bearing with it sin, the other freeing us from sin. 

1-Ie makes the famous statement, which was to become the center 
of so much controversy among the theologians, that “no one 
achieves anything by himself except falsehood and sin” ( c( nemo 
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habet de suo nisi mendacium et peccatu??i ” [In Joann, ev tr. 5, 1]); 
and in the sixth book of the Genesis commentary (chapters 35-39) 
he says, more strongly than at any time before or afterwards, 
that man completely loses his participation in the Word, the 
Image of God, through sin. And if any doubt about Augustine’s 
views remains, his letter to the bishop Boniface (Ep. 98), usually 
dated 408, states explicitly that infants have guil t because of the 
carnal will of another and that this guilt is take n away in bapti sm. 

The remedy for man’s situatiorTis a dependence upon God far 
more radical than anything Augustine had yet suggested. Man is 
worthy only of punishment; grace is given freely, not as a reward 
for merit, and it is given not because of anything man has already 
become but in order that he become something different (In 
Joann, ev ., tr. 3, 8). There is even a rather “ Lutheran ’’-sounding 
passage in the sermon on Psalm 122 (n. 3): pride is a looking 
to oneself, a taking pleasure in what one already is; but the only 
true security consists in taking pleasure in God: 

But who is it that takes pleasure in God ? The one in whom God takes 
pleasure [by infusing caritas]... He takes pleasure in you, so that you 
might take pleasure in him. But he cannot take pleasure in you unless 
you are displeased with yourself. If you are displeased with yourself, 
direct your gaze away from yourself. If you look at yourself truly, what 
you find will displease you and you will say to God, “My sin is always 
before me.” Your sin is always before you in order that it will not be 
before God; and you refuse to be before yourself in order that you 
might be before God. 

This stress on justification does not diminish the other element 
of sanctification, and the latter is still seen as indispensable to 
salvation; though Augustine insists that grace is given freely 
and in mercy, he sees eternal life as a reward given in justice to a 
life led under the influence of grace. Still, the reward is not 
technically a reward given to human merits; it is a reward given 
to grace, praemium gratiae , and eternal life is. a crowning not of. 
human merits but of God’s gifts (In Joann, ev ., tr. 3, 9-10). 

There remains~a tension, therefore, between what man is and 
what he should be. Augustine wrestles with the apparent con¬ 
tradiction between two statements in the First Epistle of John: 
that “he who is born of God does not sin” (I John 3, 9) and that 
“if we say we have no sin, we are liars” (I John 1, 8). The former, 
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he says, applies to the central orientation of the heart in caritas , 
the root from which good works spontaneously proceed, the 
latter to the lesser sins which no one, as long as he lives on earth, 
can help committing daily, but which are covered by love and 
are remitted through saying the petition in the Lord’s Prayer 
(In Joann. ep. y tr. 5, 1-7). The conflict within the believer continues 
throughout his life, and Augustine frequently draws a contrast 
between his present situation and the future completion of the 
process of salvation: the believer is saved, purified, perfected 
even now, but still only in hope (in spe), not yet in reality (in re 
[Enarr. in Ps. 123, 2; 125, 4]). This contrast between spes and 
res is not entirely new in Augustine’s writings. It is based, of 
course, upon Paul’s statement (Romans 8, 24-25): 

In this hope [of the redemption of our bodies] we were saved. Now 
hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees ? But if 
we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 

Augustine understood the eschatological tension expressed in 
Romans 8 much earlier, 67 lmd he formulated the contrast between 
spes and res about 398 (C. Faust ., XI, 7). But now it is applied not 
merely to the problem of mortality and weakness but especially 
to the problem of continued sinning. 

The reason for this intensified stress upon original sin and 
the unmerited character of grace and the continued reality of sin 
even in those who are being renewed—well before the outbreak 
of the Pelagian controversy, it will be noted —is that Aug ustine 
is now engaged in polemic with the Donatists, the African sect 
that was insisting upon moral and spiritual purity in the Church 
and claiming that the Catholic bishops had long since lost any 
continuity with the pure Church of the apostles. In many passages 
in these sermons the Donatists are mentioned, as though they 
are still a force to be reckoned with and are the focus of much 
controversy. 68 And on one occasion Augustine remarks, apropos 

67 See chapter 3, section 3, above. 

68 For a discussion of these passages sec Le Landais, “Deux annees de 
predication,” pp. 63-67, and Paul Agaessc, in the introduction to his transla¬ 
tion of the Commentaire de la premiere epitre de S. Jean (Sources chretiens, 
LXXV; Paris, 1961), pp. 24-28. It will be noted that both authors assume a 
later date, but their discussions reveal nothing that is inconsistent with the 
situation about 406. 
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of the question whether sin continues in the believer, that schisms 
are found not among those who continually depend on Christ 
as their advocate or propitiator for daily sins but among those 
who say, “We are righteous, m justify the ungodly ” (In Joann . 
ep-> tr. 1, 8). ^ 

Precisely that was the leading question in the controversy_with 
Petilianus, carried on between 400 and 403 (book II was written 
before~news had arrived of the death of Anastasius, the bishop 
of Rome, in 402) and preserved in three long books by Augusdne. 
Petilianus had asserted that a new birth in baptism can come 
only from a “source” (namely, the one who baptizes) which is 
itself pure. Throughout his reply Augustine not only hammered 
at the internal weaknesses of the Donadst argument—the problem 
of the person who is baptized by someone who only feigns 
righteousness, or the observable fact of differences in spiritual 
gifts between the baptizer and the bapdzed—but developed the 
alternative position that when the human minister baptizes 
externally with water it is Christ himself who baptizes inwardly 
with the Holy Spirit; and he supported this emphasis upon 
Christ rather than the human administrant by constantly quoting 
such biblical texts as “Cursed is he who trusts in man” (Jeremiah 
17, 5) or “It is better to trust the Lord than to put confidence in 
man” (Psalm 118 [117], 8). 

It was in controversy with the Donatists that Augustine first 
began to qualify his own perfectionism with an awareness of 
the continuing actuality of sin and the need of incorporation into 
Christ, to qualify his praise of the moral achievements of the 
apostles and martyrs and ascetics of the Church with an acknow¬ 
ledgment that the Church, though it is properly the community 
of the elect, will always have unworthy members mingled into it. 
It is not that he acquiesced in the sins of nominal Christians, 
either out of despair or out of opportunism; the familiar laxity 
of Western Christendom, shared by both Catholicism and 
Protestantism, is the outcome of medieval developments. In 
Augusdne’s day the Church maintained high standards of behavior 
and enforced its penitential discipline strictly. 69 The conflict 

69 See F. Van der Meer, Augustine the Bishop , pp. 382-387; Anne-Marie La 
Bonnardicre, “Penitence et reconciliation des penitents d’apres saint 
Augustin,” REA , XIII (1967), 31-53, 249-283; XIV (1968), 181-204. 
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be tween the D ormtists-and-the-€atholics was not one between 
rigor and laxity so much as one between a sacramental theory 
based upon th e transmission of the charismatic qualities of men 
and a sacramentaT theory based upon divine gifts symbolized 
by and conveyed through human actions; or, more broadly, 
betwe en a perfectj orxisgi which expected the Church to be 
'wfthouTspot oFblemish while still on earth and a realism which 
rejected that expectation on several counts—the continuing 
reality of sinfulness, the need of a righteousness which comes from 
a source beyond man himself, and the obvious futility of the hope 
of making a definitive separation of the wheat from the chaff 
at any time prior to the last judgment, in other words, as long as 
human judgment can be in error and as long as time remains for 
apostasy or for amendment of life. 

Most of this was worked out by Augustine in the course of 
his controversies with the Donatists. But he derived some aid and 
comfort from the authoritative figure in the African Church, 
Cyprian; and at one point especially the influence of Cyp rian 
seem s to have been decisive. Debate with the Donatists would 
not, by itself, have generated a doctrine of original sin. The source 
of that doctrine in Augustine seems to be Cyprian, not so much 
in any of his specific statements but in what was implied by many 
of his statements. In Augustine’s later writings against the 
Pelagians (especially C. dim ep. Pel., IV, 8, 21—10, 28) he discloses 
which passages in Cyprian were important to him in connection 
with this theme, and they are found chiefly in the letter to Fidus 
on the baptism of infants (Ep. 64), the commentary on the Lord’s 
Prayer, and the Testimonies. 

Augustine engaged in an extensive study of the writings of 
Cyprian and of the records of the whole controversy leading up 
to the Council of Carthage in 256 while writing his work On 
Baptism , running to seven long books; this was begun about 400 
and probably took several years to finish. The Testimonies are not 
utilized there, however, and the motifs with which we are con¬ 
cerned do not yet appear. But texts drawn from the Testimonies 
do play a large role throughout the polemic against Petilianus, 
written not much later. In the Testimonies (III, 54) Cyprian utilizes 
Psalm 50, 7 (51, 5) and I John 1, 8 to prove that “no one” 
(seemingly including infants) is without sin. In his work on the 
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Lord’s Prayer (chapter 22) he uses I John 1, 8 to prove that there 
are “daily sins” which the Christian needs to have forgiven. And 
the exhortations to put trust in God rather than in man (Psalm 
118 [117], 8 and Jeremiah 17, 5) are used together in the Testmonies 
(III, 10). It seems likely, then, that Cyprian supplied the materials 
with which Augustine constructed his new understanding of man. 

But one other factor which may have nudged Augustine away 
from Platonism should be considered. This is the controversy over 
Origen which was precipitated in the East by Epiphanius and 
led within a few years to an imperial rescript against Origenism 
and the deposition of Chrysostom as patriarch of Constantinople 
in 404. Just what Augustine knew of the controversy is uncertain. 
Probably he never read Origen’s De principiis , which was the 
occasion of mostTof the criticisms; what he knew about the work 
was gained at second hand, especially from Orosius’ Co;//- 
monitorium , sent to him much later, in 414. But Origenism was a 
cause celebre in the West during the papacy of Anastasius (399-402), 
who ratified the condemnation of its errors in the East and sent a 
letter (quite uninformative, however, about the details) to the 
bishop of Milan and perhaps to others as well. And during these 
years Augustine was engaged in correspondence with Je r om e, 
one of the leaders of the attack upon Origen; Jerome mentioned 
(in Ep. 68 in the Augustine corpusJlHat fie was sending to him 
a copy of his reply to Rufinus (probably the first two books of the 
Apology) and would send the completed reply (probably the third 
book) when he could. This would be in 401 or 402. That 
Augustine received the Apology is proved by his expression of 
pain at seeing such a bitter quarrel between two men who had 
been such close friends in the past (Ep. 73, 8) and his mention of 
Jerome’s attacks on Origen and Didymus (Ep. 82, 23). 

The three books of Jerome’s Apology consist of little more than 
personal invective. They say very little about Origen’s doctrines 
or what is objectionable in them—except on two points un¬ 
comfortably close to Augustine. Rufinus had refused to decide 
between three views of the origin of the soul: that it is transmitted 
through generation, that it is newly created at conception, and 
(Origen’s view) that all souls were created at once and sent at 
the appropriate time into bodies (. Apol ., II, 8; III, 30); Jerome 
Tlearly assumes, however, that Origen’s view is out of the question 
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and that creationism is the standard view of the Church (II, 10; 
III, 28). In addition, Jerome disapproves of Origen’s belief 
that the original body with which man was created, and the body 
in the resurrection, are without sex and even without the limbs 
that man bears while he lives in gross matter (. Apol. , II, 5). 
It is possible that Augustine was drawn up short by these remarks 
and rethought his own views, which on both counts had been 
very close to Origen’s. 

Whatever the circumstances that occasioned it may have been, 
Augustine did change his conception of man’s primitive state. 
Previously he had taken the view that man was created with an 
ethereal body and was not subject to death and had no sexuality 
until after his sin, when the body became gross, earthy, more 
like the animals. But in the sixth book of the Genesis commentary 
(VI, 19, 30—29, 40) he reversed his position: Adam’s body was 
not the same as the body the saints will receive at the resurrection, 
for he had immortality only in the sense that his animate body 
would have been changed into a spiritualized body had he not 
sinned; he was mortal, but had a posse non mori, a possibility of 
immortalization as the reward of faithfulness. 

These remarks take the form of an extended reflection on Paul’s 
contrast (I Corinthians 15, 42-50) between what men have been in 
Adam and what they become in Christ: the first Adam became a 
“living being,” a body animated by a soul; the last Adam is 
resurrected with an imperishable “ spiritual body.” Now this 
passage plays an important role in Irenaeus’ Against the Heresies 
(V, 9-13), which Augustine had in hand . 70 It would seem that 
Augustine consulted this work and took up the problematic 
formulated by Irenaeus (V, 12, 5): In what sense is man’s redemp¬ 
tion in Christ a restitutio inpristinnm , a restoration of what man was 
intended to be in Adam ? Augustine’s own answer is somewhat 
more precise than that given by Irenaeus, but it is a faithful 
representation of his views. There is a restoratio in pristinnm only 
with respect to the mind, which is renewed through knowledge 
of God and according to his Image (Augustine makes use of the 
same biblical texts, Colossians 3, 9-10 and Ephesians 4, 23-24, 
that were suggested to him by Irenaeus). With respect to the 
body, however, there will be a renovatio in melius , for man was 

70 See Altaner, “Augustinus und Irenaus,” pp. 162-172 (KpS, 194-203). 
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created “animal” and is to be raised a “spiritual” being . Augus t- 
ine thus discovers an alternative to the Platonist and Origenist 
understanding of man which he had been holding, and one with 
greater authority within the Church. 

^THe influences discussed thus far are literary. One other factor, 
this time a direct personal influence, may have been the decisive 
one. About 405 Paulinus, a deacon of Milan who had been secre¬ 
tary to Ambrose, came to Africa and settled in Carthage. He was 
still there during the Pelagian controversy; indeed, he took the 
lead in the proceedings against Caelestius in 411, acting as prose¬ 
cutor in the diocesan trial held in Carthage, and in 417 he pre¬ 
pared the official libellus against the Pelagians in the negotiations 
of the African Church with Rome. 71 It is likely that Paulinus 
brought with him all of Ambrose’s works when he moved to 
Africa, and that from about 405 onward Augustine was in a 
position to consult them, as he did repeatedly during his later 
controversies with the Pelagians. 72 In view of the demonstrated 
aggressiveness of Paulinus’ personality it is not difficult to imagine 
that as soon as he arrived in Africa he began to exert some pressure 
on Augustine to conform more closely with Ambros e’s clearly- 
stated teaching that Adam’s sin is transmitted to all his descend¬ 
ants. Years later, wlien accused of “innovation” in putting for- 
'ward the doctrine of original sin, Augustine replied. 

My instructor isjCyprian, . . . my instructor is A mbrose, whose books 
I have read, and whose words I have heard from his own lips, and 
through whom I received the washing of regeneration (C. ]ul. op. imp., 
VI, 21). 

In his concern to prove that he has followed the teaching of the 
Church he doubtless telescopes the influence of Ambrose’s writ¬ 
ings with his personal influence; whatever Augustine, looking 
back, thought he received from Ambrose’s instruction, he did 
not hear it at the time as a doctrine of or iginal sin, Such a doctrine 
d oes ap pea r abo ut 4.06, however, and in a form that owes much To 
Ambrose. Augustine’s statement, already quoted, that man achieves 

71 The letter is to be found, in the midst of other papal documents, in 
CSEL, XXXV, 108-m. 

72 Giuseppe Ferretti, Li Itijlus so dt S. Ambrogio in S. Agostino (Rome, 195 0 > 
p. 38. 

9 * 











266 


AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

by himself only falsehood and sin (In Joann, ev., tr. 5, i) bears strong 
verbal similarities to several passages from Ambrose’s lost expo¬ 
sition of Isaiah' 3 ; and the view that sin is transmitted through 
desire and copulation comes directly from Ambrose. 74 

Thus a decisive changeJa Augustine’s career as a theologian 
occurred at this point, abou t the year 406. Until then his views 
had been sha ped chiefly_by jAe spirit of Greek philosophy as 
conveyed through Plotinus and Porphyry and some exegetical 
works of Origen . Now he turned against some of the most 
characteristic doctrines of t he P latonists and looked to the writ¬ 
ers of the Church. The circumstances, as we have seen, were 
complex, and it is difficult to say what relative weight the different 
factors might have had. But they conspired to cast doubt on the 
views that had been dear to Augustine the philosopher, and as he 
reflected on the problem he came steadily closer to the position that 
would be characteristic of Augustine the teacher of the Church. 

"I he years between 407 and 410 are very nearly unknown, 
territory in Augusti ne’s int ellectu al life. He was at work on the 
GenSlTcommentary, and he was busy trying to bring the con¬ 
troversy wjth_ the Donat ists to a close with a decisive victory 
for the Catholic Church and its friends in the Imperial court. 
But aside from that we know little of his activities. The Retracta- 
tiones mention no major writings, and scholars who have tried 
dating the extant sermons have been unable to place many of 
them in these years. Perhaps it was a time^of intellect ual re-_ 
org anizat ion,Jf not disorientation, and those withTTHair fo 7 
psychology might find it significant that in 410 Augustine’s 
health failed and he spent some time resting at a villa near 
Hippo (Ep. 98, 8; 109, 3; 118, 34). While he was there he received 
word of the sack of Rome. A period spent in relative isolation 
had ended in exhaustion; a new period full of stimulation from 
the broader world had begun, and it would lead to the full 
maturation of Augustine’s theology. 

”Scc the fragments in Ferretti, pp. 91-92, based on the edition by Ballerini 
(reprinted in CC , XIV, 405-408). 

74 Ferrctti, pp. 66-73. 

















CHAPTER 5 

Integration (411—418) 


We come now to another clearly delineated period in August¬ 
ine’s thought, marked off by the rise of fresh interests—the 
undertaking of the apologetic task of writing about the destiny 
of the Roman Empire and simultaneously the polemical task of 
evaluating classical civilization in all its aspects; the use of the 
theme of the two cities as the overarching principle for organizing 
and interpreting the enti re historical pr ocess: the continuation 
of his speculations on the Trinitarian doctrine, with more success 
this time because of the hints supplied by the theologians of the 
East; and the defense and elaboration of his earlier convictions 
about sin and grace following the challenge issued by Pelagius 
and others. These years mark the climax of Augustine’s theo¬ 
logical career. For the first time he can truly be called a “ system¬ 
atic theologian”; his earlier investigations are brought to some 
kind of resolution, and his treasures, both old and new, are 
exhibited in the massive syntheses of The Trinity and The City of 
God. It was not only a time of completion and summing up, of 
course, for new and serious problems were posed by the sack of 
Rome in 410 and the influx of wealthy refugees into North Africa, 
Tearing with them unsettling questions about the fate of the 
Empire and new formulations of Christian doctrine. But these 
do not seem to have alarmed Augustine; they seem to have 
acted more to catalyze his already developing reflections than to 
call his assumptions into question. Following more or less 
accurately the order in which these problems came to his attention, 
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let us begin with the debate over classical civilization and the 
Pelagian controversy, then turn to the topics of the Trinity 
and its analogues in human life. 


i. The Two Cities 

We cannot enter into a detailed analysis of The City of God , 
for that would be a vast enterprise of its own. Many of its themes 
have already been aired, however, for it is often a summation 
of Augustine’s convictions, worked out in the preceding decade, 
about matters philosophical and theological. But Augustine’s 
magnum opus must at least be acknowledged with a place of its 
own in a survey of his thought! 

The immediate occasion of the writing of The City of God was 
the sack of Rome and especially the anxious or scoffing question¬ 
ings about it on the part of men whose whole life was bound up 
with the Empire and its values, men like Volusianus, who began 
to suspect that the Christian ethic of turning the other cheek was 
incompatible with the needs of political life (Ep. 136, 2), or more 
hostile spirits who insinuated that it was curious that the Empire 
had prospered under its traditional religion and was disintegrating 
only with the establishment of Christianity. On this latter score 
Christians found themselves mousetrapped, for in 382 the Altar of 
Victory had been removed from the Senate in Rome, and at that 
time Symmachus warned against neglecting the gods; the con¬ 
troversy went on through the years and in 410 was still fresh in 
everyone’s memory. 

Without the rise of such problems, Augustine might never have 
written The City of God. But he was well prepared for the task, and 
it represents not a new line of reflection but the continuation of 
some old ones. It is conceivable that he might have undertaken 
something like it even without the stimulus of a political and 
religious crisis. He had already engaged in a critique of the 
idolatries of classical religion and of the religious philosophy 
represented by Porphyry, topics which occupy much of the first 
ten books of The City of God ; and we have seen how important a 
source of information it is about influences upon Augustine’s 
earlier thought. His own speculations had already led him to 
reflect, furthermore, upon the founding of the heavenly City 
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from which the cosmos is administered and toward which the 
faithful strive during their earthly pilgrimage; upon the position 
of the fallen angels; and upon the influence of both these societies 
upon the course of human history—all of which are the concern 
of the twelve books that make up the second part of the work. 1 

Augustine probably projectedJT/fo City of God in 412, and in 
the Genesis commentary (XI, 15, zofEe announced his intention 
to write a lengthier work about the two societies which arise 
from two contrary loves. The_first ten books, containing his 
polemical reply to the pagamzerTand the doubters, were finished 
quickly, probably by^iy, The second part took longer: the four 
books dealing with the origin of the two cities were written 
perhaps between 415 and 418; the four dealing with their course 
through history, between 419 and 421; and the four dealing with 
their destiny, between 421 and 426. Given the complex scheme it 
is not surprising that the work can be approached from a number 
of angles—as a polemical work or an apology directed to the 
situation following the sack of Rome, 2 or as a massive philosophy 
or theology of history 3 ; as an analysis of political ideology and 
the political situation in antiquity, 4 or as a source of principles 
which can still guide the political and moral theory, and the 
ecclesiastical policies, of later generations 5 ; as a recommenda¬ 
tion to accept the actual character of political life 6 or as an in¬ 
vitation to change it for the better. 7 The fact that something of a 
case can be made for each of these interpretations suggests that we 
should not have too narrow a conception of the scope of the work. 

1 For the development of the theme, see A. Lauras and H. Rondct, “Le 
theme des deux cites dans l’oeuvre de saint Augustin,” Etudes augtistiniennes 
(Theologie, XXVIII; Paris, 1953), pp. 99-160. 

2 John Neville Figgis, The Political Aspects of S. Augustine's “ City of God" 
(London, 1921). 

3 Heinrich Scholz, Glaube und Unglaube in der Weltgeschicbte (Leipzig, 1911); 
Joseph Ratzinger, Volk und Haus Go ties in Augustins Lebre von der Kircbe 
(Miinchcner Theologische Studien; Munich, 1954). 

4 Franz Georg Maier, Augustin und das antike Ron/ (Tiibinger Beitrage zur 
Altcrtumswissenschaft, XXXIX; Stuttgart, 1955). 

5 Gustave Combes, La doctrine politique de saint Augustin (Paris, 1927). 

6 Herbert A. Deane, The Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine (New York, 
1963), and, to a lesser degree, Figgis. 

7 Charles Howard Mdlwain, The Growth of Political Thought in the West 
(New York, 1932), pp. 154-160; J. Straub, “Augustins Sorge um die 
regeneratio imperii,” Historisches Jahrbuch , LXXIII (1953), 36-60. 
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What I want to focus upon here is the way Augustine the 
philosopher and bishop and theologian relates himself to the rough 
and tumble of political life. This will involve us in what is perhaps 
the chief systematic problem that arises from the work, how the 
opposing cities of God and of the devil are embodied in the 
pilgrim Church and the empirical state, and what orientation can 
be given to political life. 

It is obvious that the two cities spring from contrary loves 
and have diverse ^tmiesTTKrbne cltyT PTieave nly,” the cltyof 
the angels who contemplate the face of God and the destination 
of the saints on earth; the other city is “earthly,” belonging to the 
realm into which the evil angels werefiErown and in which men 
satisfy themselves with earthly values or allow themselves to be 
deluded by false ways of salvation. And Augustine thinks that 
the history o f the human race is dominated in general by the fallen 
angels; the only significant exception—significant because 
embodied in communal forms and not left to isolated individual 
lives—is found in an anticipatory way in Israel (as an earthly 
nation, but symbolic of the heavenly CityJ^ancTin a fully explicit 
way i n the C hurch (still engaged, however, in pilgrimage toward 
the goal). 

How the political order fits into this broader pattern becomes 
clear toward the end of book XIX. Here, as once before in book 
II (chapter 21), Augustine examines Cicero’s definition of a 
republic as a commonwealth, an assemblage united by a com¬ 
munity of interest and a common acknowledgment of the right. 
Cicero had already used this definition to show that many 
societies are not proper polities at all, for there is no such common 
loyalty, no such justice (De re publica , III, 31). Augustine argues 
that no societies, not even that of the Romans, can satisfy 
that definition, partly because an empirical survey indicates that 
they have not acted in accord with what anyone would call 
justice, but in the last analysis because true justice or rectitude 
consists chiefly in giving God his due; according to this standard 
it_i s only dispeople of_God, now spread among all the nations, 
that can Be called a true people {De civ . Dei , XIX, 23, fin.). But 
Augustine has ready at hancTanalternative definition of a republic 
(and since it appears, quite casually, as early as Ep. 138, 2, 10, 
written in 412, it may be that it was not worked out by Augustine 
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himself in the light of the difficulties he found with Cicero’s 
definition, but was drawn from another writer, perhaps Varro): 
a people, a city, a republic, is quite simply an assemblage bound 
together by concordia , by agreement in the things they will love 
(XIX, 24). What they happen to love remains a variable. 

The practical political question is, then. What is the range of 
that variable? At one end, clearly enough, it can include the 
values of rubber bands and military dictatorships. At the other end 
it could conceivably reach as far as to make Augustine a clericalist, 
one who supposes that the Church can enable the state to become 
a true state for the first time. 8 In one passage (II, 19) he does 
concede that, if all the rulers and all the peoples were to become 
Christians and heed the precepts of the Christian religion, earthly 
society could become felicitious. But he knows very well that 
many men do not listen and are drawn instead toward vice. Both 
there and in book XIX he clearly states that true peace and justice 
are enjoyed by the Church only through faith and hope; the 
only true society or commonwealth_is^ thie_City of God inthe. 
lieavens (II, 19; XIX, 20 and 27). 

Thus Augustine’s expectations for political life were not 
high, partly out of despair over the likely course of human events, 
partly because of the more vivid attraction of another goal, the 
heavenly City. To him earthly tasks could not have ultimate 
significance, for it was not easy to see how the building of the 
earthly city could make much difference to the final outcome. 
As he looked at human affairs Augustine was overcome by a 
sense of fleetingness and mortality. The dead are succeeded by the 
dying (V, 14). And instead of feeling exhilaration at the possibility 
of having some influence upon the course of events long after his 
own death he thought that homo moriturus , man fated to die, 
should not be overly concerned about the regime under which he 
lives as long as he is not required to act in an immoral or impious 
way (V, 17). 

Such a vision of human life, however shortsighted it may be, 
delivered Himfrom the fanaticism that will undertake anything for 
the sake of a desired goal. His discussions of war are pervaded 
by a disconsolate awareness of its miseries and a bitter contempt 

8 The most forceful modern argument in favor of this interpretation is by 
Mcllwain. 
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for those who think it noble and glorious: “Tear off the disguise 
of wild delusion and look at the naked deeds; weigh them 
naked, judge them naked” (IV, 14). Under such scrutiny the 
achievements of the Roman Empire do not stand up well, and 
through the centuries readers of The City of God have been held 
fascinated by his provocative language: empires, if they lack 
justice, are nothing but robber bands, latrocinia , and the former 
differ from the latter not through the avoidance of cupidity but 
through the addition of impunity (IV, 4); the Romans may 
boast about the expansion of their Empire, but a sober evaluation 
indicates that it was achieved at too great a cost and has accom¬ 
plished little good (V, 17); it would have been better if the 
multiplicity of peoples had been left alone to pursue their own 
ways of life in freedom (IV, 15). 

This is what has been called, quite appropriately, Augustine’s 
political realism, by which is meant a refusal to holdillusions 
about the nature of political life, a willingness, on the one hand, 
to make use of the methods that are effective in the real world, 
but at the same time an exercise of restraint growing out of a 
sense of the limitations of the political process. Involved with it 
is a non-utopian, non-eschatological conception of human history, 
a readiness to accept what already is, to take what comes, and 
not to be surprised if there are disappointments. 9 

And such an attitude does characterize at least a good part 
of Augustine’s responses. To be sure, we should not be too facile 
about this. Earlier in his life as a Christian he was attracted by 
the heroic lives of the apostles and martyrs, disobedient both to 
sacred traditions and to civil authority, and he wrote that laws 
should be obeyed only if they are in accord with eternal law 
(De lib. arb. y I, 6, 15; De ver. rel. y 31, 58). But these are theoretical 
utterances. In his own life Augustine seems always to have been 
nothing else than an obedient citizen, and in his activities as a 
bishop he never opposed Imperial policies but, if anything, shifted 
his own attitudes to accommodate to them. 10 

9 A good case for this view of Augustine is made, though finally I think it 
is overdrawn, in Deane, The 'Political and Social Ideas of St. Augustine , especially 
pp. 66, 117-118, 137-138, 219-220. 

10 For the details of his changing views on the policy to be taken toward the 
Donatists, see Combes, pp. 352-409, and Deane, chapter 6. 
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It is true that Augustine had good theological reasons for 
his political realism. Doctrinally, Donatism and Pelagianism 
posed much the same challenge. In Both casesAvharweTiaveisan 
earnest perfectionism calling for purity in the Church and in 
individual lives, pointing to corruption in the ruling classes, and 
exhorting men to live according to the law of Christ in all their 
affairs. Certainly they did not live up to their own profession. 
But Augustine’s objection to them was not only that they were 
hypocritical or deluded about themselves. It was that no man 
can lead a perfect life, however sincerely he tries. 

But from the social point of view both Donatism and Pelagi¬ 
anism, in their different ways, represent an attempt to hold on to 
the Church of the earlier centuries, a Church which did not 
countenance compromise with the spirit of the age and which 
anticipated with equanimity remaining in the position of a 
minority. And in both cases Augustine’s support was thrown on 
the side of toleration for human shortcomings, not so much in 
private morality (for the Church of his day had stern disciplinary 
standards) as in a broader structural way; by resisting too close a 
scrutiny of the actions of the Church and the Empire and the 
implications of their mutual involvement, Augustine helped open 
the way to the absorption of semi-pagans, among both the 
aristocracy and the populace, into the Church and an easy 
alliance of throne and altar. 11 Augustine’s behavior in both cases 
demands a careful examination. 

Probably it does disclose a tragic flaw in his personality, for 
unlike Ambrose he was jiot prepared to stand up against civil 
authority. There is a problem here, and if it has been faced at 
no other time it must be faced today, when our knowledge of 
human motivations makes it possible and our awareness of 
political problems makes it necessary. The anguished reactions 
of humane spirits to Augustine’s political behavior are probably 
more to be trusted than the indifference or defensiveness of 
ecclesiasts. The failings of the man are not trivial, for the legisla¬ 
tion he supported, and the arguments he put forward, which 

11 See especially John Morris, “Pelagian Literature,” Journal of Theological 
Studies , n.s. XVI (1965), 26-60, and Peter Brown, “Pelagius and His Sup¬ 
porters: Aims and Environment,” Journal of Theological Studies , n.s. XIX 
(1968), 112-114. 
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continued to be honored long after the legislation had lapsed, 
have had an enormous effect on the history of the West. If they 
do express a limited style of life, then they lose that much more 
of their hold. 

A certain submissiveness, perhaps even cowardice in political 
matters is one side of Augustine. And yet it should not be enlarged 
out of proportion. He was not ready to acquiesce unreservedly 
in the unpleasant realities of political life. Part of his legacy is an 
insistence that force be used by civil authority according to norms 
of justice. And though he could see no final value in politicaTTIfe 
and was dismayed at the mutability and the sinfulness permeating 
it, he was able to think at a proxmate level about the positive 
aspects of the justice and peace achieved in the political order. 
He could do it because there is a fruitful ambiguity about political 
life and the political virtues. 

/ r What is crucial to the proper understanding of his political 
attitudes is his theory that the ordinary virtues, the inclinations 
and skills men display in dealing with earthly affairs, are finally 
dominated by the ultimate value to which they are “ referred,’ 5 
the horizon within which all is desired, the fundamental motiva¬ 
tion and commitment of the will. Therefore they can be judged 
under two aspects, one ultimate and one merely proximate. 
Augustine thinks of the civic virtues as authentic shadows or 
offprints of true virtue (esp. Ad Simply I, q. 2, 16); through them 
men are led to acts of great moral heroism, and their fruit is 
civic harmony. Because of these virtues Rome became great, and 
it happened through divine providence, for it is proper that 
earthly virtue be rewarded with earthly gain. But that is all. 
In earthly success they have their reward. - Civic virtue is not a 
sufficient ground for eternal salvation; indeed, its chief motlva^ 
*tion, a desire^for glory, runs counter to the true virtue which 
wills everything out of love for God, the true pietas which is the 
foundation of genuine order (Ep. 138, 3, 16-17; De civ . Dei , V, 
14-21; XIX, 25). 

Therefore the Church, which is allegorically Jerusalem 
(“ vision of peace,” the city that still looks toward Zion, the full 
“contemplation” of God), is in exile within the earthly kingdom, 
allegorically Babylon (which means “confusion”). But the policy 
she follows in her life under exile—worth noting afresh in our 
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own day, with its new Diaspora of the Church—is the one outlined 
by the prophet Jeremiah (chapter 29): to build homes and dwell 
in them, to plant gardens and eat their produce, to marry and 
have sons and daughters, and to seek the welfare of the earthly 
city, for Jerusalem also shares in its peace even though it is a mere 
earthly peace. 12 And what Augustine had in mind was not a 
mere acquiescence in the necessities of sinful humanity. He thought 
of political life as a jzood— indeed, perhaps the greatest of temp oral 
valuei^~since it seeks to establish conditions of earthly peace 
based on earthly harmony and justice; the pilgrims towa rd 
the eternal City ought therefore to share in its earthly peace and 
contribute to it (De civ . Dei , XV, 4; XIX, 17 and 26). 

Just how far was Augustine prepared to carry that cooperation 
with the life of the earthly city despite his expectation that it 
would never lead to a complete transformation of its life? If we 
wish to see his spontaneous answer to that question—not before 
but after the disillusioning events of 410—we will find it in his 
letter to Marcellinus ( Ep . 138), written in 412, which contains 
in mice the argument of The City of God. 

When Augustine learned of the fear of people like Volusianus 
that the Christian ethic was incompatible with the needs of 
political life, his first impulse was to argue that it does have 
historical viability. If turning the other cheek is politically naive, 
he argues, then the men under whom Rome became great were 
similarly naive, for he can quote Sallust to the effect that they 
would rather overlook an injury than punish the offender, and 
Cicero to the effect that they forgot the wrongs done to them. 
If these things are praised as a record and a recommendation of 
political virtue when they are read in the Roman authors, it 
shows that Christianity, if it were really heeded, could strengthen 
the commonwealth even more. For what holds every society 
together is a harmony of interests, and this can be accomplished 
better under monotheism than under polytheism, better through 
love than through selfishness. Augustine thinks that such 
harmony can be achieved in two ways, working together. The 
Christian ethos may function in a purely private way, through 

12 De cat . rtid.y 19, 31-21, 38; sermons on the Psalms of Ascent, and also on 
Psalms 64, 136, and 138; and De civ. Dei , XIX, 26 (cf. Lauras and Rondet, 
“Lc theme des deux cit£s,” pp. 115#.)* 
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patience and forgiveness, demonstrating how temporal things 
ought to be valued less than eternal. It may also function publicly, 
for the magistrate has the obligation of correcting men for their 
own welfare, establishing peace, removing opportunities for self- 
seeking and violence, and fostering the conditions most suitable 
for virtue, deeds of mercy, and the sharing of goods with the 
poor (Ep. 138, 2, 9-15). 

Thus Augustine thinks that the historical viability of the 
Christian ethos has already been proved, in part by the civic 
virtues of the old Romans of the Republic, but chiefly by the 
spread of Christianity throughout the world and the political 
success given to those emperors who were the champions of 
orthodox Christianity, Constantine and Theodosius ( De civ. Dei , 
V, 25-26). One of the most neglected aspects of August ine’s 
political thought (partly because it is usually construed in a 
narrowly ecclesiastical way, partly because the most important 
texts lie outside The City of God ) is his belief that in the Christian 
era prophecy was still bein g fulfilled. To those who might think 
That the history of salvation ended with Christ and that nothing 
of significance can happen afterward, he would answer that 
much has happened and perhaps still more is yet to happen. 
This is especially strong in the little work On Faith in Things Not 
Seen , probably written about 4 00, in which, following a discussion 
of the nature of belief, he Suggests that many indicia , many 
evidences in confirmation of belief, are to be found in the life 
of the Church. At the time of the prophets none of the things 
they foretold had come to pass; then some of them were fulfilled 
in Christ, others in the Church, and others are still to come 
/(3, 5—7, 10). In the s pread o f the Churc h throughout the world 
he sees the only adequate fulfillment of the promise to Abraham 
(Genesis 15, 5) that his descendants would be as numerous as' 
the stars in the sky and the only adequate realization of Christ’s 
worldwide rule. In the adherence of rulers to the Church, and 
in Theodosius’ decreeagainst idols, he_again_sees^ the fulfillment 
of numefouTvisions in the prophets of the ideal future in which 
th e nation^ s_w^uM^dmQwledge t he God of I srael and idolatry 
would be cast down. And he points out (C. litt. Petil ., II, 42, 
210-213; In Joann. ev. y tr. 11, 14) that rulers have a unique ability 
to serve God, for only they have the power to remove idols and 














INTEGRATION (411-418) 277 

forbid blasphemy. (The political justice of this is beyond question 
to him, for he views pagan religion as both irrational and morally 
unhealthy 13 ; when it is consumed in the flame of a true sacrifice 
of love for God, it is a sign of the spiritual maturing of the race.) 

Now passages like these could be used for nothing more than a 
justification of an all too familiar clericalism and triumphalism. 
And it is true that Augustine was encouraged by the many signs of 
Christianity’s political success and thought it a good thing. But he 
obviously saw it as more than the triumph of a humdrum 
institutionalism. His rationale is worth noting, even though he 
may have misused it to give ideological support to oppressive 
and shortsighted policies; for in the spread of Christianity and its 
influence on the governing powers he felt the tremor of a fulfill¬ 
ment long hoped for and still in the making. And though this 
fulfillment belongs to the time of the Church and is focused in r 
the Church, its importance can be assessed properly only when ^ 
one looks to the hopes that were projected long before the Church 
and whose scope extends well beyond the confines of the Church 
alone. What Augustine had in mind is not millenar ianism , which 
jie- Xejec ted after adhering to it briefly durmgTus^aidyyears in 
Hippo, nor a theocratic dominance of Church o ver societ y: he 
anticipated not a perfect triumph over the kingdoms of this 
world but an altogether believable influence upon them, probably 
fluctuating as rulers and peoples come and go, and in it all he 
could still see a fulfillment of the prophets’ hopes for the improve¬ 
ment of the conditions of life on earth . 14 

It may well be that this was an interpretation of the time of 
the Church and of its influence upon political life that Augustine 
held for only a brief period of optimism between, say, 400 and 410, 
when his expectations were sobered and he saw ill fortune as a 
real possibility for the Christian world. But however diminished 
his hopes may have become, all of this remained, nonetheless, a 
part of the framework of his understanding of the time of the 
Church. In The City of God , books XVII and XVIII J be discusses 
a number of Old Testament prophecies of an age of righteousness 

13 See Combes, pp. 332-345. 

14 For the contrast between Augustine and more sanguine writers like 
Eusebius, see Theodor E. Mommsen, “ St. Augustine and the Christian Idea 
of Progress: The Background of The City of Godf Journal of the History of 
Ideas , XII (1951), 346-374. The points of similarity are by and large ignored. 
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and prosperity. Many of them are applied to Christ, and many to 
the eternal City; but some are applied to the time of the Church, 
and Augustine seems still to believe that the Church not only 
can cooperate with the kingdoms of this world (for that is simply 
thcfresult of their bearing some vestiges of justice) but can make 
an impact for the better upon their life. 

What we emerge with after an examination of Augustine’s own 
political principles is probably neither a policy of maintaining 
an ecclesiastical domination of society (for this ignores the tension 
between what the Church strives to be and what can be realized 
within the political order), nor a mere acquiescence in the 
“realities” of political life (for this will be either too despairing 
or too cynical), but the counsel that the Church pursue her own 
way of life in faithfulness to her own calling, sometimes making 
common cause with others who have a sense for secular justice, 
sometimes bringing the demanding criteria of the City of God to 
bear upon the social order in rebuke for the compromises that are 
often accepted as a matter of course. It is misleading to read the 
story of the two cities as a parabola connected to eternity at both 
ends, in their origins and their diverse destinies, but suspended 
in another environment, that of the purely relative and proximate, 
throughout their historical course. Augustine wanted to introduce 
an element of ultimacy into earthly life itself, to show men that, 
for all its complexities and all its changing fortunes, it is permeated 
with motivations whose import even now is spiritual life or 
death; and though the question of strategy was a difficult one for 
him as for us, he wanted to argue that the Christian ethos, 
formed as it is by eternity, does have a viability in earthly affairs, 
demonstrated sometimes by its faithful testimony in the face of 
opposition and—who can tell?—sometimes by its success in 
influencing the shape of events. 


2. Man’s Bondage and Liberation 

The most famous controversy in Augustine’s career as a theo¬ 
logian, and the one through which he had a direct influence 
upon the development of Christian doctrine, was that carried on 
with Pelagius and kindred spirits between 411 and Ills death in 
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430, when he was still at work on a refutation of the latest 
writings of Julian of Eclanum. 15 

But increasingly it appears that Pelagius was not the father 
of the movement that came to bear his name. Marius Mercator, 
one of the earliest historians of the movement, said that its source 
was Rufinu sthe Syrian, who came to Rome at the time of 
Anastasius andT^^j^hom Pelagius then got his ideas; and 
according to the minutes of the local council held in Carthage in 
411 (reported by Augustine in De pecc . orig ., II, 3, 3) Caelestius 
said he had heard the transmission of sin denied by the holy 
presbyter Rufinus, who stayed with Pammachius in Rome. Since 
Pammachius was a friend of Jerome’s, it is possible that the man 
in question was the same Rufinus who was a member of Jerome’s 
monastery in Bethlehem and was sent to Milan and Rome in 399 
to represent his case against the Origenists. A Libellus de fide , 
an extensive statement of the Christian faith addressed to an 
unnamed bishop of Rome, survives under the name of Rufinus. 
It manifests a concern to oppose the errors of “the wicked 
Origen” and has a long refutation of the Arians, utilizing 
arguments from Gregory Nazianzen’s third and fifth theological 
orations. Most important for our purposes, it attacks those who 
teach the transmission of sin and the damnation of infants, and 
asserts that the baptism of infants is not for the remission of sin 
but to confer on them participation in the kingdom of God. 
It has often been thought that the work must have been written 
in opposition to Augustine, on the theory that he was the first 
person to teach original sin in any explicit way; but Refoule 
has demonstrated that Augustine’s very first attack on the 
“Pelagian” heresy, the first thirty-four chapters of the first book 
of On the Merits and the Remission of Sins , consists of a refutation of 
the Libellus de fide of Rufinus the Syrian. It would seem, then, that 

15 On Pelagius and the course of the controversy see Benjamin B. Warfield, 
‘‘Augustine and the Pelagian Controversy,” printed as an introductory essay 
in the American edition of the Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 
(1887) and reprinted in Studies in Tertullian and Augustine (New York, 1930), 
pp. 289-412; Friedrich Loofs, “Pelagius und der pelagianische Streit,” 
Realencyclopadie fur protestantische Theologie und Kirche , 3. Aufl., XV, 747-774; 
Georges de Plinval, Pelage. Ses ecriis, sa vie et sa reforme. Ft tide d’bistoire 
litteraire et religieuse (Lausanne, 1943); Essai sur la style et la langue de Pelage 
(Fribourg en Suisse, 1947); Robert F. Evans, Pelagius: Inquiries and Reappraisals 
(New York, 1968). 
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original sin and the baptism of infants for its remission were 
older and more widespread ideas than they appear at first glance, 
and Rufinus and Pelagius and their followers were trying to 
defend what they believed to be the authentic Catholic teaching 
against what appeared to them a dangerous trend in certain 
circles of the Church. 16 Probably the germjDf the contro versy 
was the now undisputed fact that differing explanations of infant 
baptispa were held in the East and in the West. 

Pelagius and some of his followers were among the refugees 
who fled from the Goths and sailed to Africa, but Pelagius 
himself soon went on to Palestine and was not personally the 
center of the controversy for some time. Caelestius was the one 
who triggered the crisis when he applied for ordination as a 
presbyter. He refused to withdraw six theses which collided with 
the traditions of the African Church; the theses were condemned 
by the local clergy of Carthage, and Caelestius was excom¬ 
municated as a heretic. And when he went to Rome, he was 
condemned there as well. 

The theses in question were (i) that Adam was mortal and 
would have died whether he sinned or did not sin, (2) that Adames 
sin affected only himself, not the human race, (3) that the lawleads 
men tolHeTongdoifToFEeaven as much as the gospel, (4) that there 
? were sinless men even before the advent of the Lord, (5) that 
infants are born in the same state as that of Adam before his sin, 
and"(6) that Adam's sin and death do not cause all men to die any 
more than the resurrection of Christ causes all men to rise (De 
gest. Pel., 11, 23; De pecc . orig., 11, 12). Now this is not Pelagius’ 
view of the matter, nor Rufinus’. They did not think that Adam 
would have died a natural death even without sinning, or that 
infants are born in the same state as Adam prior to his sin. They 
thought that the sin of Adam was the cause of death as it is now 
experienced, though they did not think that sin or guilt is 
transmitted along with death. And Augustine was always aware 
of the differences among the various spokesmen for the move¬ 
ment. He knew that Pelagius, when accused of heresy in Palestine 


16 For a careful analysis of the Eibelltis de fide and a discussion of its author¬ 
ship, see Berthold Altaner, “Dcr Liber de fide, ein Werk des Pelagianers 
Rufinus des ‘Syrcrs,’” KpS, 467-482; for its date, F. Rcfoule, “La datation 
du premier concile de Carthage contre les Pelagiens et du Eibelltis fidei de 
Rufin,” REA, XI (1963), 41-49. 
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in 415, denounced the statements read out from the Carthaginian 
proceedings and from Caelestius’ apologia. But his opinion was 
that Caelestius was only stating openly what Pelagius had kept 
concealed (De pecc . orig. , II, 6, 6), and a major portion of his 
polemic against Pelagius is designed to prove that Pelagius falls 
under the same condemnation as Caelestius and that he had 
escaped it only through duplicity (this is the argument of On 
the Deeds of Pelagius and On the Grace of Christ and Original Sin). 

But was Caelestius in fact a faithful disciple of Pelagius, or of 
Rufinus, who took their views to the logical conclusion ? There is 
much to indicate that the movement was more diffuse, a con¬ 
fluence of varying ideas and concerns, not always consistent 
with each other. A study of the literature of the movement seems 
to indicate, for example, that one body of writings often thought 
to have come from Pelagius is the work of a man who had arrived 
recently from Britain, was fired with enthusiasm for this earnest 
type of Christianity while in Rome, and then fled, perhaps in 
company with Caelestius, to Sicily, where the extant writings were 
produced. 17 In 414 Augustine corresponded with a man in 
Sicily who reported that some Christians there were teaching 
doctrines similar to those of Caelestius and inferring from them 
what we would call a “sectarian” view of the Church—that a 
rich man must sell all that he has in order to enter the kingdom, 
that no oaths ought to be taken, and that the Church ought to 
be without spot or blemish in the world ( [Epp . 156-157). 18 

Despite the complexity of the affair, and despite his rather 
tentative approach to it at the beginning, not knowing that it 
was to develop into a major dogmatic dispute, Augustine was 
never disposed to treat it subtly. To him Pelagius and Rufinus 
were as great a danger as Caelestius. Though they could make a 
more plausible case to be teaching Christian doctrine, they still 
excluded all the points that Augustine had come through the 
years to think essential, and with sure reflexes he reacted against 
them. 

Augustine might well have been more patient, for the points 
under dispute had often taken him years to resolve. Pie himself 

17 Morris, “Pelagian Literature,” pp. 41-43* 

18 See Morris’s sensitive analysis of the social protest of the writer and his 
gifts as a satirist {ibid., pp. 45-51). 
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had once dismissed the problem of infant baptism with an almost 
mocking gesture of despair (De quart, an ., 36, 80), and then had 
decided that all infants, baptized or not, share the same middle 
state (De lib. arb ., Ill, 23, 66); he had supposed in his earlier 
years as a Christian that it was at least possible for a man to live 
with perfect virtue and happiness; he had been willing to entertain 
theories of the origin of sin in individual lives quite at variance 
with the doctrine of transmitted sin, and though in 412 he could 
assert that it had always been held by the Church and by all 
churchly writers ( Depecc ., Ill, 5,10—6,12), he himself had arrived 
at that conviction only a few years before, in 406; he, like 
Pelagius, had felt the influence of Ambrosiaster’s interpretation 
of Paul, which saw man as capable of discovering his need, 
seeking divine aid, and deciding for it when it was offered, and 
Pelagius could quote tellingly against the later Augustine the 
Augustine of On Free Will. But instead of patiently explaining 
the course of his own discoveries, he took it to be a matter for 
confrontation and attack at the doctrinal level. Occasionally he 
did assume the posture of reasoning together, and such passages 
are the most tranquil and lucid to later readers. But he exhibited 
a conviction and a passion about the affair from the first. Pie 
claimed to be responding in a fraternal spirit, avoiding the mention 
of names in order to spare their feelings and make it a matter of 
issues rather than personalities; but he announced at the same 
time that he would not spare their written statements, hoping 
that they would be brought around by the force of argument and 
by fear of condemnation before it became necessary to proceed 
formally against them (Denat. etgr., 7, 7; Degest. Pel., 22, 46—23, 
47)- 

The vigor of his reaction might be explained in personal terms. 
Perhaps Augustine saw in Caelestius and Pelagius his own earlier 
self which he had now outgrown and toward which, having the 
wisdom of hindsight, he could feel by turns resentful and scornful. 
That is a hypothesis to be explored by every means at our disposal. 
But we should also consider an alternative possibility. Perhaps 
Augustine knew from the start that Caelestius and Pelagius were 
of a different spirit; that he had never been a “Pelagian,” despite 
the similarity among the statements made, because he had always 
taken the human predicament seriously—the gap between its 
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aspirations and its reality, the delightful allure of earthly beauty 
and the powerful hold of custom and affection, the pulling of the 
will in many directions at once by the multiplicity of values pour¬ 
ing in upon man—and to him the teachings of the Pelagians 
seemed flat, ignorant of the complexities of the human heart, 
“moralistic” in the pejorative sense. 

Too often the difference between the teachings of the Pelagians 
and those of even the mature Augustine is miscalculated. When 
one really sets to work outlining the two positions it becomes 
apparent at how many points they are similar, at least at the 
propositional level: they want to affirm the capacity of man to 
respond to God, the demand of total obedience, the power of 
custom in holding man back, the pivotal role of the gospel and 
of other inducements presented to the mind, the freedom of man’s 
response to them, the role of divine aid in sustaining devotion. 
The conflict does not really concern any of these points about the 
mechanics of the relation between free will and grace. Augustine 
is not any less concerned than Pelagius to give a role to the human 
will throughout the process, and Pelagius knows just as well as 
Augustine that the Pauline epistles make grace the crucial factor 
through it all. And yet it is obvious that at every point they under¬ 
stand these things in opposing ways. 

As soon as Augustine read the profession of faith of Rufinus 
the Syrian, and learned of the condemnation of Caelestius in 
Carthage, and looked up Pelagius’ expositions of Paul, he knew 
how much he disagreed with them. They we re suggesting_that 
sin is transmitte d from Adam not by propagat i on but by imitation ; 
Augustine reaffirmed the do ctrine of original sin a nd the corollary 
fharitTs' sufficient by itself, without any personal sins, for the 
damnation of infants, though with the mildest penalties. They 
were concerned to safeguard man’s freedom to obey what God 
commands; Augustine agreed that man is responsible for his 
own acts, but pointed out that narrow desires and anxieties may 
prevent the full exertion of the will that is needed to do the good 
( Depecc ., II, 3, 3). They assumed that salvation and damnation are 
based upon man’s free decision; Augustine, though he agreed that 
God does not work salvation in ^air irsTHough he were a stone or 
an animal devoid of reason and will (De pecc ., II, 5, 6), saw in the 
fact that one infant is baptized and another is not, that one man 
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turns to God and another does not—and often in marked contrast 
to all that one might predict on the basis of virtue or native 
ability—a manifestation of the mysterious counsel of God in 
predestination, giving grace freely and without regard to human 
Inerifs (De pecc ., I, 21, 29—22, 32). They seemed to be implying 
that man can become righteous, or at least progress steadily, 
by his own powers; Augustine, though he thought as before 
that the decisive factorin' the conversion of the will is the pre¬ 
sentation of attractive new possibilities which appeal to man’s 
freedom and draw it forth, was convinced that the will to do 
good could be carried into execution only with the aid of the 
Holy Spirit. Thus at every point he found these men opposing 
thE'feachings of Scripture and the traditions of the Church, and 
whatever their intentions may have been, he reacted to them as 
to heretics and innovators. 

But this did not prevent his engaging in a more dispassionate 
analysis of the problems they had raised, more as a theologian 
than as a defender of the faith, stepping back to formulate the 
questions at issue and to think them through in a connected way. 
Perhaps the most constructive aspect of the Pelagian controversy 
is that Augustine steadily clarified his own views and transmitted 
to later generations, together with his harangues against the 
opponents of grace, a series of detailed analyses of the problem 
of grace and free will, not always systematically coherent but 
capable of stimulating later theologians to continue his work. 

There is a remarkable continuity in his sense of the problem. 
Later on he would state the three points of controversy as (1) 
original sin, (2) the gratuity of grace, its being given without 
regard to merits, and (3) the de facto universality of sin jimong 
men, including the regenerate (C. duas ep . Pel., Ill, 8, 24 and IV, 
2, 2; De don . pers ., 2, 4). Similar questions are already raised in 
the earliest treatise against Rufinus and Caelestius, in the second 
book of On the Merits and Remission of Sins (I list them in the order 
of inquiry): whether it is possible for a man to be without sin 
during the present life, and whether there actually have been men 
living without sin; whether it is possible for any man, except 
Christ, to be without sin from the beginning of his life; and why 
it is that men sin and, cor relatively, why it is that some men do 
turn toward God. 
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At first Augustine was willing to affirm, with the Pelagians, 
that it is at least possible for a man to live without sin, given free 
will, which is commanded to obey God, and grace, which can 
bring forth a good exercise of the will. And he was ready to 
acknowledge that some sections of Scripture might be read as 
asserting that there had been men who led sinless lives, as long 
as this is credited to God (De spir. et litt., 2, 3; 36, 66). But his 
own judgment was that all men have sinned, and continue to 
sin even after being reborn. Here he was able to build on con¬ 
victions long since arrived at, for he knew from his reading of 
Paul that there is an ongoing warfare within man’s life, and he had 
already faced, in the First Epistle of John, the apparent conflict 
between the assertion, “He who is born of God does not sin” 
(I John 3, 9) and the other assertion, “If we say we have no sin 
we are liars” (I John 1, 8), applying the former to the central 
orientation of love, the latter to the lesser sins which are effaced 
by love (In Joann, ep., tr. 5, 1-7). He could now affirm, very much 
in continuity with what he had said earlier, that the-saints are 
praiseworthy not be cause of sinlessn ess but because of their 
continuing awareness of their sin and their striving, in hope, for 
a perfection that will become a reality only after death (De pecc., 
HTI3T ~zo—\Gfz^\De~spir. et litt., 36, 65). 

But whatever the answer to the question whether men might 
attain to perfect righteousness at some time during their life on 
earth, he denied that they could lead a perfect life from birth. 
It would have been possible if Adam had not sinned, for his 
mind would have been given perfect stability and all the functions 
of soul and body would have been subordinated to its direction 
(De pecc., I, 16, 21; II, 22, 36). Bu t sin disrupts this harmony , 
and its effects arc transmitted through generation; concupiscence 
—insubordinate, disorderly desire—remains even in the righteous 
and is transmitted to their children, and though its guilt is removed 
in baptism, it continues to tempt men th roughout the ir earthly, life. 
—WHerTit comes to the question why men sin, and why some 
men then turn toward God, Augustine recognizes, on the one 
hand, that it would be difficult to explain the fact of sin if God 
were the author of all men’s acts, and, on the other, that it would 
be difficult to explain the fact of obedience if God merely created 
the will and from that point on everything were from man 
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himself ( De pecc. mer., II, 18, 28-30; De spir. et lift ., 33, 57-59). 
He puts both explanations together, then: the finite will is the 
source of sin, God is the source of the good act. The will itself 
is a media vis (De spir. et lift ., 33, 59), one of those “natural 
goods” which can be used either for good or for evil (De pecc. 
mer., II, 18, 30; cf. De lib. arb ., II, 18, 47—20, 54), though this 
does not mean that it can remain in the middle, for it becomes 
either good or evil when it issues forth in decision. Its exercise 
for evil is the result of either ignorance of what is good or a 
failure to take delight in the good even when it is known (De 
pecc. mer ., II, 17, 26); the corresponding effects of grace are the 
instructing of the mind with “certain knowledge” and the 
strengthening of the will with a “victorious delight” (victrix 
delectatio) in the good (De pecc. mer., II, 19, 32). By the latter 
Augustine means the infusing of love by the Holy Spirit, so that 
the more intensely God is loved the more reliably man will take 
delight in doing the good (De pecc. mer ., II, 17, 27). Thus the 
good act is from God, and Augustine can quote, as he did earlier 
in the second reply to Simplicianus, Paul’s rhetorical question, 
“ What do you have that you did not receive ?” (I Corinthians 4,7). 

Augustine does not intend to deny the freedom of Ahe w ill at 
any point in the process. “Grace does not nullify free will,” he 
says, “but rather establishes it, and the law is not fulfilled unless 
it is freely willed.” But the way is a more complex one than the 
facile exhortations of Pelagius imply. Augustine furnishes a 
“catena” drawn from Scripture: 

Through the law comes knowledge of sin; 
through faith comes a seeking of grace to oppose sin; 
through grace comes the recuperation of the soul from the disease of 
sin; 

through the health of the soul comes freedom of the will; 
through freedom of the will comes love of righteousness; 
through love of righteousness comes the fulfillment of the law 
(De spir. et litt ., 30, 52). 

The point that is omitted early in this catena—the rise of faith, 
which is the critical transition in the whole process—is explained 
later, in a passage once more reminiscent of the reply to Simpli¬ 
cianus : 
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The act of willing by which we believe is to be credited to a divine gift, 
not only because it arises from the free will which was created with our 
nature, but also because God acts upon us, in order that we might will 
and believe, by the suasions of the things we perceive—either out¬ 
wardly, by the exhortations of the gospel, where even the commands of 
the law accomplish something if they so warn man of his infirmity that 
he seeks the grace that justifies through faith; or inwardly, where no 
one has control over what shall come into his mind. But consenting or 
not consenting to these suasions is the act of the will itself. Since God 
acts with the rational soul in these ways in order that it might believe 
(for it would not even be able to believe anything with its free will if 
there were no suasion or call which it could believe), it follows that 
God effects even the will to believe, and in all things his mercy goes 
before us, though the consenting or not consenting to the call of God, 
as I said before, is still the act of man’s own will. This does not invali¬ 
date the saying, “What do you have that you did not receive?” (I Cor. 
4, 7) but confirms it, for the soul cannot receive and possess the gifts 
mentioned there except by consenting. Thus that ivhich it is to receive 
and possess is from God; but the receiving and possessing is the act of the 
one who receives and possesses (De spir . et litt ., 34, 60). 

He does not mean to suggest that man’s consenting or not 
consenting to the divine call is determined by his own decision. 
Clearly he holdsjLo predestination at this period as much as he did 
at an earlier time and as mucE asTie will in the later controversies 
with the Pelagians, and he doubtless assumes what he asserted 
earlier, that those who are predestined are called “efficaciously,” 
in a way that is “congruent” with their condition. Therefore 
when he says that the consenting or not consenting is man’s 
own, he cannot mean that man himself decides the issue with 
what the scholastics would call “freedom of exercise,” the 
freedom to act or not to act, for the act of the will is evoked by 
the persuasive quality of the call, and this is something that does 
not lie within man’s power. He means rather that the response, 
or the~laclT6f responsiveness, is still irreducibly man’s own. The 
human mind and its affections are open, to be sure, to realities 
and values beyond itself, and it is not always in a posture of 
indifference toward them; but however strongly the mind is 
drawn toward something, or however hesitant it may be, still the 
resulting act comes from within the mind itself. The mind is 
not a mere function of stimuli coming from beyond itself; its 
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responsiveness is internal to itself, and the character of its respon¬ 
siveness is affected from within, whether by the conservative 
power of custom or by the converting power of delight in new 
values to be sought. 

All of this, developed in On the Merits and Forgiveness of Sins 
and On the Spirit and the Letter , represents Augustine’s first, 
almost spontaneous reaction to a quarrel that had taken place in 
Carthage and in which he had not been directly involved. What he 
said at this time came almost entirely from his own resources; 
very little new reflection was needed. And it all seemed to be only 
an episode, a momentary disturbance. Augustine went on to other 
problems; though he kept attacking the Pelagians in sermons and 
letters, he was occupied with other matters. During the next few 
years (between 412 and 415) he finished the last books of the 
Genesis commentary, recast and expanded his work on the 
Trinity, and delivered his mature judgment on the politics, 
religion, and philosophy of the classical world in the first ten 
books of The City of God . 

The controversy might have passed into oblivion if Pelagius 
himself had not reopened it with a treatise On Nature , seemingly 
directed against some points Augustine had made. Pelagius 
was ready to bracket the factual question whether men have 
actually led sinless lives, for he recognized that this is open to 
dispute, and wished to focus attention instead upon the more 
philosophical question whether men can lead sinless lives (. De nat. 
et gr., 7, 8). And of course his answer was affirmative. He was 
willing to concede that this ability may be qualified by the 
addition, “by the grace of God” (10, 11). But by grace he seemed 
to mean nothing more than the creation of man’s natural powers, 
and the giving of the law, and the forgiveness of sins. He did 
not think of grace as a liberation of the will from bondage or an 
aiding of the will to accomplish what it could not otherwise 
accomplish; Pelag ius assumed that in all men the_capability_J:o 
lead a sinless life ( posse non peccare) remains what it w as in Ada m, 
for it belongs to _ ffuman nature and cannot be lost. 

It was in debate with Pelagius—first with his treatise On Nature , 
then with a treatise For the Freedom of the Will —that Augustine’s 
thought began to develop further. In defending his own position 
Augustine was forced to reflect extensively upon the meaning of 
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the crucial, term “nature” which Pelagius had injected into the 
discussion ind it is apparent that the problem of “nature” was 
understood on both sides as a problem of man’s posse, his usable 
active powers, as Augustine states repeatedly [De nat . et gr ., 
455 5 3—5 I J 1 *9])* 19 Pelagius had taken a position which seemed at 
first glance 10 be entirely credible: human nature remains the 
same, and posse non peccare is part of the equipment which belongs 
to man by the necessity of nature and cannot be lost; although 
the exercise of this posse depends upon free decision and thus 
may never come about, the posse will issue into action whenever 
man chooses. Pelagius had set up a neat distinction, then, between 
the necessity of nature , which always includes an ability to act, 
and willing, which is always exercised freely and is then brought to 
effective completion in doing what is willed. 

Augustine replied by citing facts from experience which 
destroy that distinction as a credible philosophical position. On 
the one hand there is an aspect of “necessity” even within the free 
activity of the will, for whatever we will, it must in every case be 
willed for the sake of some value; on the other hand what the 
will commands is not always carried into effect, for the activities 
of a finite agent are conditioned both by external circumstances 
and by internal modifications of its own being. With such wide¬ 
spread evidence in many other fields of human activity, there is 
no reason to deny the same thing when it comes to man’s relation 
to God. 

The question, then, is whether the possibility of leading a 
righteous life, free from sin, belongs inseparably and inamissibly 
to man’s nature. To Pelagius it does. To Augustine it does not; 
on the contrary, man’s nature is susceptible of a change for the 
worse: “nature can be perverted” (De nat . et gr., 51, 59). But 
he recognizes that it is not enough merely to assert this on the 
basis of some Pauline texts or arguments from general experience; 
some account must be given of the way in which human nature 
can be changed for the worse. He acknowledges the force of 
Pelagius’ query how sin, which is not substantial but accidental, 
could alter and weaken human nature, and he answers with an 

19 For a fuller discussion of this problem see Francois-Joseph Thonnard, 
“La notion de ‘nature* chez saint Augustin. Ses progres dans la polemique 
antipelagienne,’* REA , XI (1965), 239-265. 
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analogy: to refrain from eating food is accidental, b it it affects 
the substance, for it is an abstention from somed ing that is 
needed for the healthy functioning of the body, and the consequen¬ 
ces can even be irreversible, weakening the body to such an extent 
that it is no longer able to take food. It will be nc Led that the 
understanding of finite beings here expressed is intensely rela¬ 
tional, for while the distinction between substance and accident 
is acknowledged to be meaningful in all discourse about finite 
things, it is not interpreted as setting up a barrier between an 
unchanging “ thing in itself” and merely external relations with 
other things. Through accidents, substance is related to substance. 
Substance is itself dependent upon other beings for sustenance 
and growth; and the relatedness is all the more intense in finite 
spirits, whose being is open to the entire field of reality and whose 
perfect fulfillment is to be found only in the knowledge and love 
of God (De nat . et gr., 20, 22). 

Because of the intrinsic mutability and relativity of finite 
spirit Augustine’s use of the term “nature” acquires a certain 
complexity. At times it is used in such a way as to be equivalent 
with the category of substance, expressing the being and continuity 
and self-identity of the subject throughout all its changes of state, 
and this remains good despite the perverse orientations that are 
taken (De nat . et gr. 55, 65; De civ. Dei , XII, 3). But the term 
“nature” is also applied, with equal propriety, to the variety of 
concrete states in which the same substance (or, in the case of the 
human race, the same species) may find itself from time to time. 
Nature in this sense is not substance alone but concrete being, 
having specific possibilities for action which are already shaped 
by the posture it takes toward its wider situation. As soon as 
there is activity there is some definite mode of relation to other 
beings, which then has consequences for its own future possibili¬ 
ties of action. And yet the changes of state, however drastic and 
however lasting, remain “accidental,” destroying nothing of the 
“substantial” being. Vice is “in” nature; it is not an “evil 
nature” (Degr. Chr ., 19, 20). 

All of Augustine’s discussion of the nature of an intelligent 
being, whether in the first or the second sense of the term, finally 
comes to a focus in volition, which is the controlling center of 
mental life. The problem of nature as it was debated during the 
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Pelagian controversy is the problem of posse facere, and this turns 
out to be, in the last analysis, nothing other than a problem of 
willing. Even the contrast between willing and doing, derived 
from several Pauline texts, is not between distinct faculties but 
between two dimensions of the life of the will. It is one thing to 
have the wish or the momentary intention to follow a course of 
action, but it is another thing to carry the intention into effect 
through wholehearted application of one’s energies over a span 
of time. Thus even the problem of “nature,” of posse facere, is a 
problem that must be understood from an existential perspective. 
The debility of sinful man, then, is a problem within the will, 
arising from the power of custom and affection in the case of 
personal sin, from the temptations of concupiscence in the case 
of original sin. 

The fact that it is linked with free will does not make it any 
less a problem involving “nature”—and in both senses of the 
term—for Augustine is interested in the aspect of necessity that 
is found even within the free exercise of the will. He denies that 
freedom can ever have the complete arbitrariness ascribed to it 
by Pelagius. But he does not thereby make freedom an illusion. 
He is concerned only to point out certain constant traits of all 
willing. However malicious it may appear, willing is always for 
the sake of some value, though that value may be insignificant 
or inappropriate. And however foolish or disastrous his course 
of action may be, a man cannot will something which appears 
to him to be contrary to his own happiness, though his under¬ 
standing of happiness may be shortsighted and influenced by the 
passions of the moment. These are constants that belong to the 
nature of willing wherever it is found. But constants, inevitabili¬ 
ties, necessities can arise through the free decision of the agent 
as well, especially when this decision involves a fundamental 
orientation either toward or away from God. To Augustine 
such a decision is so momentous that, by the nature of the case, 
it can be exercised only under certain conditions. It can be 
exercised by intelligent creatures in the freshness of their creation, 
but sinful humanity is not in a position to exercise it prior to 
the offer of redeeming grace. 

It is to be noted that Augustine does not deny that an indeter¬ 
minate possibilitas utriusque partis, as Pelagius had put it, a freedom 


292 AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

for decision, is presupposed by the actual willing and doing of 
either good or evil. The question is whether this possibility 
endures. Pelagius had stated eloquently that the possibilitas 
utriusque partis is always present as a fertile root from which 
either flowers or weeds may issue forth, according to the choice 
of the man who is its gardener. The eloquence turns out to have 
been singularly unfortunate, however, for Augustine can retort 
that when the Lord speaks of fruit-bearing trees they are character¬ 
ized as either good or evil, and when Paul speaks of roots which 
sprout forth he mentions only cupidity, the root of evil acts, 
and caritas , the root of good acts (De gr. Chr ., 18, 19). And this is 
not said on the spur of the moment, as a rhetorical trick; the 
contrast between caritas and cupiditas has been his accustomed 
way of speaking for many years (De lib. arb ., I, 4, 9-10; De div. 
quaest ., q. 35 and q. 36). He puts forward an alternative image: 
the root or source of action (or, to change the figure, the center 
of gravity of human life) is not to be sought in an indeterminate 
possibilitas utriusque partis , but in the fundamental orientation that 
is actually taken by each man, either caritas or cupiditas . The pos¬ 
sibility of decision, around which the debate has revolved, is 
affirmed; but it is related not proximately but remotely to the 
actual behavior of men, with the fundamental orientation of the 
will intervening. In other words, the possibility of decision is 
not itself the root of action but is susceptible to being tipped 
toward one root or the other, capax utriusque radicis (De gr. Chr ., 
20, 21). 

In addition to the “ necessity ” intrinsic to the nature of all 
willing, then, there is also a further “necessity,” a determination 
to a definite horizon of possibilities marked out by the funda¬ 
mental orientation of the subject. Willing, wherever it is found, 
is freedom within a certain horizon of necessity; and the difference 
between true freedom and bondage is not that between arbitrar¬ 
iness and constraint, but that between responsiveness to authentic 
value and self-will. There is always free choice, says Augustine; 
but it is not always good choice: the horizon of choice may be 
marked out by an evil orientation, and then it is only what Paul 
calls freedom from righteousness; but if the horizon of choice 
is marked out by obedience, it is true freedom from sin (Romans 
6, 20-22). 
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In this way Augustine is able to explain how the will can truly 
be in bondage because of concupiscence and long familiarity 
withTsin^ Isthe sufficient cause of its own 

sin and bondage, it cannot return to righteousness without the 
entrance of another factor from beyond itself which will not only 
call forth the desire to do good but sustain its activity and prevent 
further sin (De nat. et gr., 23, 35; 26, 29). The point that he is 
concerned to make is that it all takes place in accordance with 
the nature of man—even with the nature of man as a freely 
willing being. Augustine had been sure of these tilings through 
introspection; he knew the dynamics of the will from his own 
experience of vacillation and ineptitude, and it all fitted coherently 
with the philosophy he had learned from the Platonists and the 
biblical message. From the start of the controversy he had been 
able to recognize a contrary understanding of man and of 
salvation, and he moved against it with vigor. But the debate 
proved constructive even for Augustine. Because of it he was 
challenged to state his position more accurately, and in new 
ways; and some of the more thoughtful writings produced in the 
course of debate have repeatedly stimulated later thinkers to 
look more deeply into the dynamics of human life and the broad 
continuities that shape it. 


The climax of the Pelagian controversy came in 417 ancL4i-8. At 
first it seemed that the Pelagians were on the way to being cleared 
by the new pope, Zosimus, of the charges made against them. But 
the Africans wrote to him saying that the case had been tried and 
the judgment given must remain in force. And in order to fore¬ 
stall any unfavorable ecclesiastical decision they also made use 
of their influence at the Imperial court. Augustine wrote his 
tract On the Deeds of Pelagius at this time, while the case was still 
in the balance, and in it he took special care to publicize the 
alarming social teachings of Caelestius and his unknown Sicilian 
follower and made them out to be a natural consequence of 
the theology of Pelagius. The governmen t, which did not care 
greatly about the theologicafpiroblem in dispute, acted quickly 
against an apparent threat to the social order. The Imperial 
documents were directed against Caelestius, not Pelagius, and he 
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was accused not of heresy but of being a “disturber of the peace” 
who had organized a faction in Rome and distributed secret 
pamphlets. 20 Then the Church, finding its hand forced, also 
acted on the doctrinal issue, and those who would not submit 
were banished. Among the rebel bishops was Julian of Eclanum, 
a brilliant and aggressive Italian who fled to the Greek East and 
from there continued to attack Augustine and the Africans. But 
the continuation of the controversy under the leadership of 
Julian, and its influence on the development of Augustine’s 
thought, belong to a later chapter. 


3. The Trinitarian Relations 

The heart of Augustine’s doctrine of the Trinity is found in 
books V through VII of De Trinitate . He argues there that God, 
remaining one in substance, is three because of the mutual 
relations of paternity, generation, and procession. It has usually 
been supposed that these books constitute one of Augustine’s 
more original contributions to theology and that they were 
written comparatively early, betwe_en_4oo and 405. But an 
important study by Chevalier showed that they were not written 
until 413 or 414, since Augustine’s writings up to that time contain 
nothing of his doctrine of relations, and that this doctrine, far 
from being Augustine’s own contribution, was suggested by 
Eastern writers on the Trinity. In a letter at the end of 413 
(Ep. 151) Augustine said that he intended to read ecclesiastical 
writers on the topic, and in another letter written in 413 or 414 
(Ep. 148, 2, 10; 10, 15) he mentioned that he had already read 
opuscula by Ambrose, Jerome, Athanasius, and Gregory. 
During the next few years he worked through these insights and 
extended them in a study of the psychological analogies to the 
Trinity in man, and in 416 or 417 at the latest he sent the first 
twelve books to Aurelius of Carthage (Ep. 173). 

Though he made no effort to discover the exact source of 
these new insights, Chevalier drew special attention to Gregory 
Nazianzen’s third theological oration (number 29 in the whole 
series), directed, like Augustine’s discussion, against the Eunomian 

20 Morris, “Pelagian Literature,” pp. 51-54. 
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brand of Arianism (Or. 29, 16; De Trin., V, 3, 4), and to Didymus’ 
work on the Holy Spirit. 21 Subsequent study has served to 
confirm Chevalier’s suggestions. The knowledgeable patrologist 
Berthold Altaner, though critical of Chevalier’s lack of interest 
in tracing specific sources, builds upon his findings; Jig confirms 
the suspicion that Gregory’s third theological oration is a crucial 
source, and that Didymus’ work had been in Augustine’s hands 
as early as 393. 22 There are still difficulties to be resolved..Rufinus 
translated nine of the orations of Gregory Nazianzen about 400; 
but the third theological oration is not among them. 23 Augustine 
must have used it, however, for it is the only source from which 
he could have drawn his discussion of the question whether the 
Son is begotten willingly or unwillingly by the Father (De Trin., 
XV, 20, 38; C. Serm. Ar., i, 2). 

Gregory’s crucial insight for the development of the Trinitarian 
doctrine seems to have come as he set about answering the 
Eunomians’ argument that whatever is said of God must be said 
according to substance, not according to accident. If the Father 
is ungenerated, they had argued, this must be said according to 
substance, and consequently the Son, who is generated, must be 
different from the Father in substance. Gregory saw that the 
only solution was to transcend the opposition between substance 
and accident and speak of reladon (ayiois [Or. 29, 16]). What he 
had in mind was the relationship of parent and offspring, which 
involves both an identity of nature and a distinction between 
begetter and begotten; thus “u nbeg ot tenne ss” is not a character¬ 
ization of the essence of God but of the relation of the Father 
to the Son, and the begetter and the begotten" must be both 
distinct (because of their relation) and of the same nature (Or. 29, 

21 Chevalier, S. Augustin et la pensee grecque, pp. 141-159. 

22 Altaner, “Augustinus, Gregor von Nazianz und Gregor von Nyssa,” 
Revue benedictine , XLI (1951), pp. 54-^2 (KpS, pp. 277-285); “Augustinus und 
Didymus dcr Blindc. Eine Qucllcnkritische Untcrsuchung,” Vigiliae 
Cbristianac , V (1951), pp. 116-120 (Kps, pp. 297-301). 

23 The following orations were translated by Rufinus: 

1 = 2 4 = 4 i 7 = 35 

2 = 38 5 = 26 8 = 16 

3 = 39 6 = 17 9 = 2 7 

The Latin text of Rufinus’ translation has been edited by Engelbrecht in the 
CSEL, vol. XLV. The Greek text of the five theological orations (27-31 in 
the whole series) has been edited by A. J. Mason (Cambridge, 1899). 



2 9 ^ AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

10—12). He also notes, however, that the relationship of genera¬ 
tion in finite life is transitory, coming into play for a time and then 
ceasing to have reality after the offspring has become a distinct 
being, while in God there is neither beginning nor cessation, of a 
real relationTBeTween begetter and begotten (Or. 29, 5). 

With these suggestions—most important ones, but not fully 
worked out by Gregory—Augustine set to work speculating for 
himself. Perhaps for the first time in many years he consulted 
Aristotle s Categories in order to get some light on the distinction 
between substance and accident and on the general problem of 
“predicamentals,” the things that are said of God (it will be noted 
that his first concern is with logical , not metaphysical analysis, 
asking about the weaning of the language we use about God and 
attempting to get beyond the often misleading grammatical 
forms of that language). 

An accident, he notes, is always a changeable feature of finite 
things, or, if it is a permanent characterization of a finite thing, it 
still belongs to something that has come into being and can 
perish again ( De Trin ., V, 4, 5). God cannot have accidents in 
either sense, for he is not changeable. But this does not imply that 
everything must be said of him according to substance, as the 
Eunomians had argued. Relation must therefore be lifted out of 
the set of categories applicable to finite being alone, for the rela¬ 
tions among the persons of the Trinity, since they are not change¬ 
able, are not accidents (De Trin ., V, 5, 6). 

A similar transformation must be accomplished in the case of 
the category of substance, for this also was worked out by Aris¬ 
totle in the course of an analysis of finite being and was treated as 
the correlate of accident; that is to say, if there are accidents, there 
is a substance in which they inhere and which is the vehicle of 
change. It is obvious that the term “substance,” understood in 
this sense, can be used of God only abusive, catachrestically or im¬ 
properly (De Trin., VII, 5, 10; the source is probably Didymus, 
De Spir. Sand., 38). Therefore Augustine prefers the term “essen- 
tia, “being itself,” in theological contexts because it escapes 
the limitations of the categories which apply to finite being. Thus 
—r elatio n,” both of them used in a new sense, are 
the terms with whose aid Augustine will try to gain a clearer 
understanding of the Trinity. 





INTEGRATION (411-418) 297 

The difference between Father, Son, and Spirit, as Augustine 
notes repeatedly, isjiot one of essence but one of mutual relation 
alone. He argues at length in books V and VI that all terms which 
do not imply relations among the persons are to be taken to apply 
to the divine nature which they share, thus to all three persons 
equally—and these include not only terms like “divine/’ “good,” 
“great,” “eternal,” “omnipotent,” but even terms like “just” or 
“wise” or “holy” which are often associated more closely with 
one or another of the persons but which pertain nonetheless to 
the divine essence shared by all three persons. And of course all 
these perfections are really identical with each other in the simpli¬ 
city of the divine essence. 

In book VII Augustine confronts a puzzle. He wants to say 
that the mutual relations of the persons do not bring any further 
perfection to the divine nature or fulfill anything that is lacking 
in the individual persons (VII, 1, 2—2, 3). For example, God does 
not become wise through his self-relatedness; he is already wis¬ 
dom itself, prior to the mutual relations. Only in that way can the 
simplicity of God’s nature be preserved; if God were not already 
wise but became wise through the Word, the latter would be a 
quality bringing him to perfection, and there would be a composi¬ 
tion between his essence and the perfecting quality. Therefore 
Augustine must conclude that each of the persons, individually, 
possesses all of the divine perfections “in himself” and not 
through his relations to the others. 

Let us notice what this seems to suggest when we think in 
terms of our ordinary experience and language (VII, 1, 2 and 6, 
11). A relative term (“father of,” “master of,” “friend of,” 
“neighbor of”) always presupposes a being which becomes re¬ 
lated to another being; thus there is a real distinction between the 
mutual relations of these beings and what they are in themselves. 
There is in addition a further distinction between those beings 
and the essence which they share (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are 
all men). If this line of thought is followed, it will mean that a 
distinction must be made between the divine essence, and the 
three persons as they are in themselves, and their mutual 
relations. 

But Augustine resists making that inference. God’s essence, to 
begin with, is not abstract and generic. If anything, it is more 

10* 
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comparable to the one ingot of gold from which three statues are 
made. And yet it is not divided up in that way. Each of the persons 
possesses the divine nature in its fullness and is not anything less 
in himself than what he is together with the other persons (VII, 
6, 11; cf. VI, 7, 9). Each person is substance, and the same sub¬ 
stance as the other persons (VII, 1, 2). 

Therefore Augustine’s view is that it is one and the same thing to 
be the Fathe r, or the Son, and to be God (VII, 1, 2 ancT 6, 11). 
There can be no real distinction between the “being” of God and 
the “subsisting” of the persons, as the language of the Greeks 
might seem to suggest. The terms “person” and “hypostasis” 
must refer, then, to the one divine being insofar as it is related to 
itself in three ways (cf. VII, 4, 9—5, 10). Instead of differentiating 
between essence and subsistence and relation, Augustine makes 
them continuous; indeed, the terms “person” and “hypostasis” 
are interpreted in such a way as to collapse all of these notions, 
drawn from finite experience, into one, which is then referred to 
the self-related being of God. 24 

If this remains uncertain in books V-VII, whose concerns are 
chiefly logical, it is confirmed by Augustine’s later speculations, 
coming between 418 and 420. The clearest statement is found in 
the opening section of book II (1, 3), probably written quite late: 
the Son, by seeing the Father, is the Son, for his being begotten 
by the Father consists in nothing else than seeing the Father. The 
same understanding of the Trinity is found in the eighteenth ser¬ 
mon on the Gospel according to John (tr. 18, 20), which uses the 
same biblical text as the passage from De Trinitate (John 5, 19-20) 
and is placed by Mile. La Bonnardiere around 418. 25 Here Augus¬ 
tine first calls for introspection in order to observe that the human 
mind can “see” within itself, without the senses, and then 
suggests that the same kind of inward self-relatedness, the “see- 

24 A major portion of Chevalier’s book (pp. 37-86) is devoted to showing 
that Augustine had difficulties with his Trinitarian doctrine that arc solved 
only by the Thomist doctrine of subsistent relations. It would seem, however, 
that the difficulties are not as great as he suggests. Augustine clearly puts 
forward a doctrine that is in all essentials the same as the Thomist, namely, 
that there are “rear’ relations (AT, I, q. 28, a. 1, corp.), that they “consti¬ 
tute” the persons (q. 30, a. 2, ad 1), and that they are mutual relations of 
the divine essence itself (q. 29, a. 4, corp.). 

25 La Bonnardiere, Recbercbes de cbrotiologic augustiuieuue, pp. 94-95, 111. 
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ing” and “hearing” mentioned in the passage from the Fourth 
Gospel, is what constitutes the Son: the Son is this seeing and 
hearing, his very being is his seeing and hearing of the Father. 
The same identification of the Word with seeing is also found in 
Sermon 126 (n. 15), which comes from the same period. 

This is the Plotini an doctrine of a formation and actualization 
that takes place through knowledge, now purified of any sugges¬ 
tion that there is potentiality within God and therefore safely 
applicable to God for the first time. The solution had always lain 
before Augustine’s eyes, for Plotinus (E////. V, 1, 7) wrote: “The 
One is not Nous. How then does it beget Nous, except through 
turning toward itself and seeing? This seeing is itself Nous.” But 
Augustine needed to devote extensive reflection to the whole 
problem of conversion and the formation of a mental “word”; 
and though he had long possessed all the resources for coming to 
this conclusion he appears to have been hesitant to state it until 
he had explored, exhaustively it seems, the nature of the human 
analogue which he wanted to apply to God and the modifica¬ 
tions which must be made before it could be so applied. The 
analogue was explored in books IX through XI of De Trinitate , 
probably written between 415 and 417, and the contrast between 
the composite perfections of the finite mind and the simplicity of 
the divine mind was outlined in book XI of The City of God (chap¬ 
ters 10, 25-28), written about 417. Augustine was then in a 
position to explain how the Trinitarian relations, without adding 
any perfections to God or actualizing any underlying potentiali¬ 
ties (for they are instead the deployment of the perfection which 
his being already possesses, growing out of fullness rather than 
emptiness), can still constitute something new and distinct, be¬ 
yond the perfection of his essence considered by itself. 

There we see the importance of the analogies to the Trinity 
developed in books IX-XI and then in book XIV. Though they 
owe much to the relational doctrine of the Trinity and could not 
have been elaborated without it, they contributed in turn to the 
completion of that doctrine of the Trinity, furnishing a pilot 
project in which Augustine could test various conceptions of 
intra-mental relationships on a more observable level before he 
ventured his final assertions about God. 
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4. The Trinity in Man 

In books IX through XIV of The Trinity Augustine investigates 
various analogies between the human mind and the divine 
Trinity. Perhaps the origin of these reflections can be seen toward 
the end of book VII, where he notes that the sensual man is not 
able to think except in terms of space and quantity, by means of 
images. In order to be purified of this limitation of mind, he goes 
on, one must first believe in the Trinity on the basis of Scripture. 
But Scripture also says that man is the image of God—and now 
Augustine rejects the Alexandrian identification of the Image 
with the Word, interpreting the “ad imagine/?/ nostra??/” of Genesis 
1, 26 to mean that man himself is to be an image of the whole 
Trinity. He still takes the “ad” seriously: man can become more 
like or more unlike God, and he is to be renewed through a 
closer imitation of God. 

At the beginning of book VIII, in an introduction probably 
written later than the body of the book, he says he is seeking 
to discern God with the ??/ind , that is, without imagining him 
under the forms of space and time. Thus he now sets out on a 
??/ore itward way, dealing with the same realities as in books I 
through VII and following the same rule of believing where 
understanding fails, yet seeking understanding so far as it is 
possible. The anagogy of book VIII, written earlier, is inserted; 
but then he goes on to the analogies as such. 

The anthropology develops along two lines. One_o£ them is 
based upon the doctrine of relations which had been suggested to 
Augustine by the Eastern writers on the Trinity; he analyzes the 
phenomenon of self-relatedness in man and works out a theory of 
self-related substance. The other is ^ based upo n the Plotinian 
^octrine o f formative_ convgxsion, and he works ouYa theory of 
the’ mincPsconversion toward itself and its becoming formed 
through conceptualization in the verbn??z ??/entis . These two lines 
of inquiry, while distinct, support each other, for the character 
of mind as necessarily and constantly related to itself serves to 
illustrate Augustine’s theory of substance and relation in the 
Trinity and helps to explain how unity can remain in the midst 
of self-relatedness, while the process of inquiry and reflection, 
conceptualization and evaluation, serves to illustrate his under- 
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standing of the subsistence of the Persons and helps to explain 
how a genuine triad comes into being. In man these two aspects 
are sundered from each other: his self-relatedness is not yet a 
fully articulated conceptualization; the mind can know and 
love itself confusedly or erroneously, and proper conceptualiza¬ 
tion finally rests on something more than his own being. In God 
they coincide. Thus it is easier to analyze them in man than in 
God, though the task is at the same time more complex. 

The discussion of the mind revives a problem which has been 
encounterecTat an earlier stage 26 : the question whether the acts 
of thinking and willing are properties of one or another physical 
element, or of atoms, or of the brain or the blood, or of the 
harmonious cooperation of bodily matter. Augustine acknow¬ 
ledges the difficulty of the question; refraining from dogmatic 
argument, he defines the question and analyzes the data piecemeal. 

The question is whether mental acts are properties, accidents, 
of something else, whether it be the body or its equilibrium or 
some element within it (De Trin ., IX, 4, 5; X, 10, 15). His argu¬ 
ment on the negative side is that the accidents are inappropriate 
categories with which to designate acts having intentionality. 
An accident “inheres” in the particular body which it modifies, 
while intendonality “goes outside” the subject, whether the 
relation is to oneself or to something beyond oneself. Acts of 
knowledge and love would seem to be designated more appropri¬ 
ately by the category of substance. And his argument on the 
positive side is that, whatever uncertainties or even misconcep¬ 
tions we may have about the nature of mind, the mind knows its 
own being with a convincing immediacy, not through images but 
through its inward presence to itself; and to know something with 
certitude is to know its substance (X, 7, 9; 10, 16). As Charles 
Cochrane has put it, mental experience “is not rendered in the 
slightest degree more intelligible by being translated into terms 
other than itself, especially into terms of physiology.” 27 

These arguments are logical in character, and not too much 
should be claimed for them when we recall the metaphysical 
qualifications with which Augustine hedged his statements about 

26 See chapter 2, section 1, above. 

27 Charles N. Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture: A Study of Thought 
and Action from Augustus to Augustine (New York, 1944), p. 404. 
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the mind’s experience of itself. Mental acts are in man, as part of 
the life of the soul, but they are not identical with or exhaustive 
of his being; we say that they are “his” acts, and that it is he who 
acts “ through” them, but we do not say of man, as we do of God, 
that he is his acts (XV, 22, 42-43). Because human being is not 
already knowing ,, the latter, even when it is constant (as in the case 
of self-awareness), is always the actualization of a potentiality. 
Man remembers or knows or loves himself only through his 
relation to himself, whereas Augustine believes that in God, 
because he is wise and loving by his nature, each person remem¬ 
bers and understands and loves by himself, not through another 
(XV, 7, 12; 17, 28). If the relations of the mind to itself involve 
potentiality and actualization, and if this process arises immediately 
from the being of the mind itself, this means that the mind is 
pervaded by potentiality, thus it would be meaningful to speak 
of “potencies” of the mind, as long as the stress was placed not 
on their difference from the substance of the mind but on their 
immediate and intrinsic rise from the mind. 28 

In God there is no potentiality, no compositeness. But there 
is relation. This means that relation is an analogical notion which 
has a greater generality than the contrast between the composite 
and the simple, the potential and the perfectly actual. In God the 
triadic relation is not a “synthetic” process giving God some¬ 
thing more than he had before, in Plotinian and Hegelian fashion; 
rather the Trinitarian relations arise out of God’s perfection and 
are the overflo\Hng~ofwEaThe is essentially and absoiutefy7and 
relation does not compromise simplicity. On the human level, 
however, mind, for all its self-transparency, is characterized by 
potentiality; it is task , Existent1, a vitality and an openness which 
is not yet knowing and willing, and the latter acts are brought 
about only through mind’s relatedness to itself and to other 
things. When we say that acts are ours and that we act through 
them, but find ourselves unable to say that we are our acts, this 
suggests that man himself is to be found more on the side of 
potentiality than of actuality, more in looking than in seeing, 
more in seeking than in possessing. If we may state it in terms of a 
metaphysical analysis with which Augustine would be sympathetic, 
distinctions can be made between (1) the “being” or “substance” 

28 Cf. Schmaus, Die psycbologiscbe Trinitatslebre , pp. 272-277. 
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of the mind, (2) its “potentialities,” only formally distinct from 
it, (3) its actual relations to itself in remembering, understanding, 
and willing, really distinct from the mere potentiality, and (4) a 
further deployment of the mind in reflection and conceptualiza¬ 
tion about itself. 

The purpose of Augustine’s investigations is not to get an 
exact terminology—too Inuch effort has often been devoted to 
repeating his numerous triadic formulas—but to understand the 
nature of substance and relation in the mind. His initial attempt 
is phrased in terms of mens, notitia sui , a?nor sui , but he finds this a 
false triad, for it supplies only mind as the substance and its two 
relations of self-knowledge and self-love (IX, 4, 4). A more proper 
triad is then put forward: memoria sui , intelligentia sui , voluntas sui . 
The point that he wants to make in all of this is stated clearly 
in book X (11, 18): each of the mental acts can be considered 
either substantially, as rooted in the agent (and under this aspect 
all of them coincide in one life or mind or substance) or as a 
relational act (and under this aspect they are distinct from each 
other and can be spoken of only insofar as they refer beyond 
themselves to each other). 

Let us try to characterize the understanding of the mind that 
is being expressed here. The mind has an unmediated memory 
and knowledge and love of itself. These acts are preconceptual , 
but they are not unconscious or merely potential; there is an actual 
self-relatedness. And they are something more than the immediate 
and non-relational feeling of “ self-awareness ” often spoken of by 
contemporary philosophers, for Augustine understands them as 
genuine relations which differentiate the mind into remembering 
and the life which is remembered, knowing and the life which 
is known, willing and the life which is willed. Though he knows 
that experience is filled with data drawn from sensation, indeed, 
that the mind of an infant is only gradually fanned into flame 
by the stimulation brought to it ( De Trin ., XIV, 5, 7; Ep. 187, 
8, 26; De civ. Dei , XXII, 24, 2), still he thinks of these modes of 
self-relatedness as immanent to each mind , and the mind’s presence 
to itself is their sufficient cause. 

It will be noted that for Augustine the mind is actuated not 
primarily by its relation to the “forms,” as in Plato, nor by its 
relation to sensible things, as in Aristotle, but by its relation 
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to itselfP If the activity of the mind were viewed as primarily 
theoretical , this would be quite unsatisfactory, for it would bottle 
up the mind within itself. Augustine’s analysis succeeds because 
his perspective is practical or existential —the mind is present to 
itself not in self-contemplation and self-enjoyment but in an active 
way, remembering and anticipating its own life, experiencing its 
own freedom and the responsibilities that go with it, consciously 
willing its own actions. Its presence to itself does not close it 
off from other beings or from the future. 

But the matter is complicated by the fact that we can know 
ourselves with varying degrees of explicitness and accuracy, 
and we often say that we are seeking knowledge of ourselves. 
What do we assume in saying that? Augustine argues that we 
would not even be able to seek unless we knew what we were 
seeking (IX, 12, 18; X, 1, 1—4, 6). But there are various ways 
of knowing what one is seeking: one may know it by analogy 
with others of its kind, or by report, or by previous experience; 
one may know it as an idea alone; one may know it by inference 
from something already known; or one may simply be seeking 
the knowledge itself, as a human activity (X, 2, 4). But none of 
these ways of “knowing what one is seeking” is applicable in 
the case of the mind, and Augustine’s answer is that the mind 
seeks knowledge of itself because it is already aware of itself 
through presence to itself. He puts forth a version of his character¬ 
istic argument from presupposition: even if the mind were un¬ 
known to itself and were seeking itself, it would nonetheless be 
aware of itself as not knowing and still seeking; therefore it is 
impossible for the mind to be ignorant of itself (X, 3, 5). 

Although his usage has been undifferentiated throughout book 
IX, Augustine now begins to reserve the term “ nosse ” to desig¬ 
nate the mind’s knowledge of itself through self-presence. From 
this irreducible self-knowledge come the acts of seeking ( studere ), 
thinking ( cogitare ), and conceiving ( verbum gignere) through which 
the mind tries to gain a more precise and explicit understanding of 

29 Zepf, “Augustinus und das philosophische Selbstbcwusstscin dcr 
Antikc,” Zeitschrift fur Religions- und Geistesgescbicbte , XI (1959), 116-117, 

122-123, 131-132. The preparatory role of Porphyry is pointed out by 
Dorric, Porpbyrios 9 “ Symmikta Zetemata 99 pp. 187-221, and Pepin, “Une 
nouvelle source de saint Augustin,” Revue des etudes ancicnnes, LXXXI (1964), 
103-105. 
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itself. The mind always knows and loves, remembers and under¬ 
stands and wills itself (X, 12, 19; XIV, 7, 9—10, 13; XV, 15, 25). 
This is a self-possession which is more constant and more basic 
than our fleeting acts of attention to ourselves and our changing 
conceptualizations of ourselves. The latter are “adventitious” to 
the mind (XIV, 8, 11); but there is a self-relatedness in which 
the mind is not adventitious to itself (XIV, 10, 13). 

The one triad, then, is a necessary “structure” of the mind, 
following from its presence to itself. The other is a dynamic 
process that must be played out in time. What sets the human 
mind apart from the divine Trinity is that it is changeable and can 
be related to itself in varying ways, and in order to explicate this 
phenomenon Augusdne takes the Plotinian schema of conversion 
and.formation, detaches it from its exclusive connection with the 
relation of human potentialities to God, and generalizes it as a 
model for describing the dynamics of the mind in all its aspects, 
as it relates to itself and to external things as well as to God. 30 
The triad of immediate self-relatedness is the more “inward” 
and the more “certain” (X, 10, 16); but the process of concep¬ 
tualization is both the more crucial for man’s destiny and the more 
hazardous. 

The function of the verbum mentis is not to acquaint man with 
himself (for he is already present to himself) but to give him a 
definite “image” of himself. In man, whose mind is both finite 
and mutable, this involves a venture, whereas God’s relation to 
himself is always a true Word and a right self-affirmation in the 
Spirit. Man, being limited, is not identical with the rule of truth 
and goodness, and any definite conception of himself will be 
selected out of a wide range of possibilities; this is done through 
an act of judgment (at least implicit) which also involves, by the 
nature of the case, an act of approbation on the part of the will 
(IX, 8, 12—11, 16). 

The doctrine of verbum should not be understood too narrowly, 
for the term applies not only to explicit conceptions but to vaguer 
images of oneself (and of other things as well); what makes it an 
inward “word” is not that it is conceived intellectually (for it 
may not be purely intellectual; the “word” of Carthage is the 

30 See especially David J. Hassel, “Conversion-theory and ‘Scicntia’ in 
the ‘Dc Trinitatc,”’ R A, II (1962), p. 391. 
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remembered image, and the “word” of Alexandria, a city which 
Augustine has never seen, is the imagined picture [VIII, 6, 9]) 
but that there is approbation—valuation and decision, bringing 
definiteness where there had been indeterminacy in one’s mental 
processes (IX, 8, 13—10, 15). Men always have assumptions about 
themselves, even without explicit reflection or conceptualization, 
and whenever they are ready to act on the basis of these assump¬ 
tions they have a verbiim mentis . 

How do these assumptions arise ? The mind becomes attached 
to things which it loves (external things, persons, social customs 
or expectations or aims) with such “adhesive” force that it cannot 
think of itself without them and eventually supposes itself to 
be like them (X, 5, 7—7, 9). The problem is not that the mind 
has lost its immediate self-knowledge (Augustine stays by his 
assertion that nothing is more present and more knowable to the 
mind than the mind itself), but that the mind has become so 
attached to tilings other than itself that it “con-fuses” itself 
with these accretions (X, 8, 11). 

Augustine goes on in books X and XI to undertake a complete 
phenomenology of formative conversion, not only as it takes 
place in self-definition but in all the processes of temporal experi¬ 
ence. He works out a triadic theory of conceptualization, 
applicable at every level of the life of the mind, for in all experi¬ 
ences—whether in sense perception or the remembrance of past 
experiences or thinking about one’s present self—there is a 
triad consisting of the content o f intuitive experience (the thing 
"that is known or remembered)^ the act of cogitating or attending, 
by which the mind is directed toward the content, and the 
conform ation of the mind to the content by forming an “image” 
or “conception” of it (XI, 4, 7). In all these cases, as Augustine 
says, the “word” or “likeness” of the thing can be said to have 
been generated by it, for thought is given form by the contents 
of intuition or memory (XV, 10, 19). The word is “knowledge 
from knowledge,” or a “saying what we know” (XV, 11, 20), 
in the sense that the contents, already known by intuition or 
memory, shape an articulated thought which strives to be true, 
that is, conformed to the thing itself. 

The fact that a man can have “misconceptions” about himself 
indicates the relevance of the Delphic injunction, “Know thy- 
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self”; and Augustine catches something of its original meaning: 
it does not imply that the mind is unknown to itself, but it 
commands the mind to reflect about itself and live in a way suited 
to its nature—which also means in obedience to the divine law 
under which it stands (X, 5, 7; 9, 12). While the mind’s “word” 
about itself might be based upon its immediate experience of 
itself, or upon generalization about human life, or upon social 
opinion, valid self-definition takes place only in the light of divine 
Truth, the norm according to which all judgments are made; 
and the fact that approbation on the part of the will is also involved 
suggests that a proper self-affirmation can come only from being 
pervaded by divine Love and referring all finite values to the 
Creator (IX, 6, 9—7, 13). This is very much in continuity with 
Augustine’s earlier assertions, that th e human spi rit, though it 
is luminous to itself in the immediacy of self-knowledge ;L _can 
make suitable judgments about itself only in the light of eternal 
Truth and in agreement with divine Love (cf. De ver. rel. , 39, 72), 
oTTfiat the angels in a sense know themselves better in God 
than in themselves ( De Gen . adlitt ., IV, 32, 50), or that a good will 
consists in loving according to the Form of righteousness, by 
the power of the Spirit (De Trin ., VIII, 6, 9 and 9, 13; Conj ., 
XIII, 31, 46). The mind, while remaining firmly rooted in its 
own life, must at the same time look “ecstatically” to God for a 
proper definition of itself and its tasks and its destiny. 

Though it is easily overlooked through fascination with the 
many triads within man, this is the main line of argument in 
The Trinity, appearing at the very beginning of the quest for 
understanding (books VIII and IX), furnishing the occasion for 
the other investigations, and reappearing throughout the later 
books. It is crucial, for example, to the understanding of Augus¬ 
tine’s later interpretation of the imago Dei. After about^tiz-the 
mind’s capacity for participation in God is often called the image 
'oFGod, whereas before that time man is said to bear the image 
ofTjod only so far as he actually participates in the Word through 
intuition. But the change should not be over-dramatized, for 
it is chiefly terminological. Augustine had never denied that man 
is capax Dei , and that this capacity, however deformed and 
obscured it may be by sin, cannot be entirely lost; but now this 
capacity is dignified by being identified with the imago Dei. And 
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the change in terminology does not compromise Augustine’s 
theocentrism in the least. He still says that man becomes fully 
“formed” neither in his immediate self-knowledge nor in any 
conceptualization of himself, however adequate to the reality it 
may be, but only in obedience to, and finally in immediate intui¬ 
tion of the Word (XIV, 14, 18 and 19, 26; XV, 16, 26). It is 
true that he sometimes describes the triadic structure of self¬ 
presence as an “image” of God (X, 12, 19; XIV, 8, n; 14, 20). 
-B uThe seems to prefer to say __that the mind is not the image of 
God in "every re spect, b ut chiefly in its capacit y to rememb er. 
understaridT ahd love God (X IV. 4, 6; 8, it; 12, 15; 19, 25). The 
problem is perhaps clarified in book XV, where Augustine 
explicates Paul’s statement, “We see now through a mirror, in an 
enigma, but then face to face” (I Corinthians 13, 12). The mir ror 
is man himself, the image of God. But Paul’s use of the term 
“enigma,” which in Greek grammar describes an obscure 
allegory, suggests that the vision through the image is not easy 
(XV, 9, 16). This is both because there are numerous dissimilarities 
between the divine and human triads, pointed up at length 
(XV, 10, 17—23, 43), and because it is necessary not only to 
know the mind but to know that it is an image and “refer” what 
is known to the God whose image it is; otherwise we will see 
only the mirror (XV, 23, 44). And lest this seem to lapse into a 
merely inferential way toward God, Augustine then asserts in 
his typical fashion that the Light has always been present as the 
basis of all the reliable judgments that the mind has made about 
itself, and that the only reason it has not been seen clearly is the 
impurity and weakness of the mind (XV, 27, 50). Thus the divine 
presence surrounds man’s way. The Light is the basis of the 
awareness even sinful men have of truths and values, and it is 
always there to be “remembered,” not as though recollecting 
something from the past but by becoming aware of a presence 
to which they have been “oblivious”; when they receive the 
aid of the Spirit they are enabled to obey and are brought to full 
beatitude (XIV, 15, 21). 

There is, then, a continuous way leading from the mind 
toward the divine Trinity. It begins with the quite indeterminate 
existence of the mind itself, a “life” ready to become aware of 
continuities through time, an “eye” ready for seeing, a “heart” 
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ready to give affection. What falls most constantly within its 
scope is its own being and activity; it remembers and knows and 
affirms itself. But that does not fill the whole horizon of its 
attention. It is aware of other beings, and it is capable of thought 
and speech; it must make judgments and come to some definite 
conception of these other things, and of itself, and of its proper 
relation to them. Thus the center of gravity in human life is 
not the intimate relationship of the mind to itself but this task of 
judging and deciding within the wider field of reality in which man 
is set. It is a task that is left to the mind itself; the norms may be 
supplied by the secret presence of the Word, but there is room for 
error and perversity. As a consequence the mind loses sight of 
God, and is fascinated by temporal things, and cannot think 
of itself apart from them. It must be accosted within that realm 
and be led first to belief in invisible things; then gradually, it 
becomes capable of arriving at an immediate experience of them. 
That which is experienced first, Augustine thinks, is the love borne 
along by the Spirit; but as understanding grows, the mind 
becomes more accustomed to divine things and enters into more 
intimate commerce with the Word. The fulfillment that is antici¬ 
pated is a complete formation of the mind in immediate know¬ 
ledge of the Word, a resting in the constancy of God’s being and 
purposes, and consequently an enjoyment of God with the same 
intimacy as his enjoyment of himself in the Spirit. 

After nearly two decades- of -work Augustine is able at last 
to draw to a close His reflections on the Trinity and its relation 
to man. He has set the neo-Platonist speculations on the supreme 
hypostases and the journey of the soul within a biblical context, 
and without abandoning any philosophical insights which have 
seemed right to him—on the contrary, following out every 
problem and in the process arriving at many new insights—he 
has been able to find their connections with the characteristic 
themes of piety and dogma. 


CHAPTER 6 

Meditation (419-430) 


The years b etween 4 11 jmd 4 1 8 had been a time of triumph: 
ecclesiastical and polit ical triumph over the Dg natists and the^ 
Pelagians, literary triumph over the opponents of Christianity 
even in the hour of despair, intellectual triumph in bringing 
his theological speculations to a climax. But the flow of time did 
not stop, and Augustine discovered, as his philosophy should 
have predicted, that what is once achieved may not stay in place. 
His situation became unstable in a number of ways, and the fact 
that this came on the heels of victory made him react all the more 
j petulantly. His style begins to change markedly abo ut 41 q. 
He is no longer the daringTreethinker but the submissive servant 
of the authority of Scripture and Church. This is not altogether 
unbecoming in a man of sixty-five, and it is excusable in view of 
his earlier adventurousness. It was a time of settling into the 
teachings of the Church, some of which he himself had helped 
to reshape. At its best his manner is meditative, not pressing 
toward new theses but trying to understand what had been 
achieved with the mellowed wisdom of old age. But often he is 
simply dogmatic, rigid, defensive; for he now found himself 
threatened on almost every front. 

Africa, which had been relatively untroubled, now had its 
turn to experience upheaval as Gothic mercenaries wandered 
about, bringing with them the Arian Christianity to which their 
people had been converted a century and a half earlier in the 
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faraway region of the Danube. Arianism, which to the African 
Church had been a phantom encountered only in catechesis 
and in the writings of the theologians, now became a living fact. 
In the summer of 418 someone sent to Augustine for refutation 
the so-called “ sermon of the Arians,” a long statement of the 
Arian faith coming from the old and distant tradition of Ulfila. 1 
It must have been about this time that Augustine resumed his 
sermons on the Gospel according to John after a lapse of many 
years and with that as his authority elaborated upon the doctrine 
of the Trinity. From a remark made in one of the sermons (I/; 
Joann, ev., tr. 40, 7) it seems that there were Arians for a time in 
Hippo. 2 During these years he went on through the gospel, 
preaching the sermons up through number 54, then dictating 
the rest. 3 He also put the finishing touches on The Trinity and 
released it to the public, perhaps in 421. 

But it was not only Arianism that assaulted him. He was 
accustomed to being looked to as a leader of the Church’s 
intellectual life and he reacted with increasing hostility to dis¬ 
agreement. He learned that an upstart in Mauritania, Vincentius 
Victor, had written two books on t he soul, criticizing^A ugu stine’s 
view that it is immaterial and reproaching him for his uncertainty 
about its origin. Fie replied with a barrage—one book to his 
informant, one to the recipient of Victor’s books, and two to 
the culprit himself, all collected under the title On the So u Lun d. 
Its Origin. Scarcely had this irritant been warded off when a 
brilliant new spokesman for the Pelagian cause, Julian of Eclanum, 
emerged, stating the controversy in new terms once more. 4 
Augustine had to devote more time to the refutation of the 
Pelagians, but once again it was a fruitful enterprise, drawing 
forth further insights. But perhaps most important, Augustine 
began to receive, if not criticisms, at least puzzled queries about 


1 Manlio Simonctti, “S. Agostino c gli Ariani,” REA, XIII (1967), 55-84. 

2 La Bonnard iere, Recbercbes de cbronologie augustinienne, pp. 94-9 5 - 

3 Ibid ., p. 87. 

4 Francois Refoule, “Jiilien d’ficlane, th£ologicn et philosophe,’ Recber¬ 
cbes de sciences religieuses , LII (1964), 42-84, 233-247, has tried to indicate 
something of Julian’s individuality as a thinker. A careful criticism, forcing 
some major qualifications of Refoule’s interpretation, has been given by 
F.-J. Thonnard, “L’Aristotelisme de Julien d’lSclane et saint Augustin,” 
REA , XI (1965), 296-304. 
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his understanding of grace from people within the Church not 
directly linked to the party of Pelagius; in replying to them, 
necessarily with a more irenic tone, he began to recognize some 
problems and perhaps to adjust his views. 

We shall concentrate on the main line of intellectual endeavor 
during this period: his further penetration into the doctrine of 
grace. Augustine’s most original reflections in this last decade 
involve a concentrating of his attention upon the central articles 
of faith as they relate to man and a meditating upon their inter¬ 
connections and their background in God’s purposes—what 
could be called, if the term is understood with proper breadth, 
Glaubenslehre\ for what Augustine was doing has many similarities 
with, indeed, is in many respects the progenitor of the spirit 
of much of nineteenth- and twentieth-century theology as seen in 
Schleiermacher and Barth, Scheeben and Rahner: frankly taking 
the standpoint of faith rather than neutral reason and then 
reflecting upon the character of the Christian consciousness, its 
content, its expectations, asking about the relation of creation 
to human destiny, the tension between the original possibilities 
of man and his situation under sin, the character of salvation 
throughout the history of the race and its relation to the unique 
position occupied by Jesus. All of these topics are broached by 
Augustine, and he arrives at a coherent pattern, though it is not 
as self-consciously unified as it is in Schleiermacher and subsequent 
theologians. What holds it together is that the entire drama is 
played out, with a beginning, middle, and end, in the open space 
between man, with his capacities, his freedom, his entanglement 
in the irreversible consequences of sin, and God, with his wisdom, 
his sovereign freedom, his purposiveness. 

Augustine’s concern with grace and predestination is not a 
narrow one, and especially in this last decade, when he has to 
come back to those topics again and again, it becomes clear that 
they open out into all the other questions of doctrinal theology. 5 
In bringing the whole complex of themes together let us follow 
Augustine’s own suggestions, for he thinks that God has acted 

5 In the recent literature on the subject this is a special emphasis of 
Gotthard Nygren, Das Pradestinationsproblew in der Tbeologie Augustins , p. 275, 
and F.-J. Thonnard, “La predestination augustinienne ct Interpretation de 
O. Rottmanncr,” REA , IX (1963), 270-271. 
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according to a definite “ order/’ first allowing angels and men to 
demonstrate what they could do with their freedom of choice 
(though not without the offer of divine grace), and then, after 
the rise of sin, showing what he could do with his grace as it 
took the place of merit (Enchir ., 23, 105-107; De corr . et gr., 
10, 27 — 12, 32).° We shall begin, then, by looking at the original 
situation of intelligent life as Augustine conceived it, the role 
freedom had to play, and the outworking of the consequences 
of sin. Then we shall examine his understanding of the process 
of redemption and consider the difficult problem of predestination. 


1. Freedom for Grace and the Fall of Man 

Augustine always reacted vigorously to the suggestion that 
he taught what amounted to a doctrine of fate. Now it is undeni¬ 
able that he did hold to something like what is usually meant 
by fate, for he asserted that the situation of men is affected in 
crucial ways by factors from beyond themselves, on the one 
hand the sinful tendencies of the human race, on the other the 
saving purpose of God. But he refused to accept the term and 
what it connoted as a characterization of his position. Let us see 
why. 

To him fate meant something quite precise: the doctrine that 
external occurrences, bodily actions, even thoughts and decisions 
are determined by the position of the heavenly bodies (C. dtias ep. 
Pel., II, 6, 12), or, more broadly, a universal material determinism 
(De civ. Dei. IV, 33; V, 1 and 8). He dissented from this view on 
several counts. First, he insisted on the basic freedom of the will, 
certainly prior to sin, but after it as well; although he acknow¬ 
ledged that decisions may be conditioned by external factors 
and thought that it is never in a position of total indifference, he 
still wanted to say that every act of the will comes from within 
and issues forth not as a mere response to a stimulus but as 
something done gladly, in keeping with the things that really 
delight the will, the things that it desires centrally. Second, with 
respect to the bondage of the human race to sin, he pointed out 
that it is the outworking of a free act and that it takes place 

6 Athanase Sage, “Les deux temps de grace,” REA, VII (1961), 209-211. 
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according to divine justice as God lets the irreversible con¬ 
sequences of the act take their course. Finally, when it comes to 
the influence of grace upon human life, he insisted that the freedom 
of the will is not violated but is rather liberated and enabled 
to accomplish that which is most suited to the character of true 
r edom. 



f Augustine wanted to make it clear that much that goes on 
in the world—defection from God, sinful acts, and the con¬ 
sequences that follow—is not positively willed by God but is 
merely known by him, or, in the case of the consequences of sin, 
willed only as the penalty for a free act. In many passages he is 
concerned to argue that God’s foreknowledge does not compro¬ 
mise the reality of freedom ( De lib. arb ., Ill, 3, 6—4, 10; De civ. 
Dei , V, 8-10)—certainly the freedom of the primitive state, in 
which fidelity or apostasy is decided by the choice of creatures 
themselves; but also the freedom that persists in the man bound 
by sin, for Augustine’s view is not that free choice is eradicated 
in sinful man but that it “suffices only for evil,” as he puts it 
in a famous dictum, and is inadequate for willing the good until 
it is liberated by divine aid (C. dims ep. Pel., II, 5,9; De corr . etgr., 
11, 31). Let us first look, then, at Augustine’s mature under¬ 
standing of the primitive situation of man and of the conse¬ 
quences of sin. 

The earlier controversy with Pelagius over the capacity for 
sinlessness which both of them attributed to Adam raised a 
question to which, up to that time, Augustine had not given 
much thought: In what situation was man first created? He 
knew that it must be unlike man’s present situation in that man 
was not then in bondage to sin, and salvation would have been 
based not on the election of some men out of the mass of sinful 
humanity but on man’s free decision between good and_evil, 
between adherence to God and defection from him (this can be 
seen especially in the discussion of the fall of the angels, and 
incidentally of man, in De Gen. ad lift ., XI). But he also knew that 
the posse non peccare , the capacity for sinlessness, could not have 
consisted even then in man’s own powers alone: 

Not even if we were speaking of the whole and perfect nature of 
man... would it be correct to say that while the capability of avoiding 
sin is not from us [having been created by God as a part of man’s 
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nature], the actual avoidance of sin is our own—though sinning would 
be our own; for even then there would be assistance from God, offered, 
like the light with whose aid healthy eyes see, to those willing to 
receive it ( De nat. et gr., 48, 56). 

What he is speaking of here is an aid that is given following a 
free decision on man’s part, to enable him to carry into effect 
what he has willed. But the question also arises whether even 
the willing of what is good can come from man himself without 
some prior stimulus from God. And it is clear that Augustine 
assumed such a stimulus. He thought that man was created in 
a state of “integrity” (ibid.), and this perfect harmony of mind 
and soul and body is credited to God’s “grace” (De pecc. ?ver ., 
I, 16, 2 i)TBut in the tweHtK book of The City of God , written in 
416 or 417, he reflects at greater length on this problem. Were the 
angels who turned to God created without active love for him, 
and did they then elicit this love by their own choice (though in 
response to a divine invitation) ? That would imply that they made 
themselves better than God had made them. So he concludes that 
God does not merely supply the condidons of possibility whereby 
a creature can then raise itself to a state higher than that in which 
it left the hand of its Creator; simultaneously with the creation of 
its nature, and prior to any decision on its own part, a good 
exercise of the will is conferred by divine operation (De civ. Dei, 
XII, 9). This does not diminish' freedom of decision,. It really 
establishes the only set of conditions under which a genuine 
freedom of decision can exist. Man can either continue to rely 
upon the aid which is offered, or fall - away; and the fact that 
a~favourable^ decision is required of hirn gives a meritorious 
character to fidelity and makes defection a permanent disaster. 
“Man was created upright, and in such a way that he could 
remain in that rectitude—though not without divine aid—but 
could goastray through his own choice” ( Enchir ., 107). 

Thus there are t wo funct ions of grace in the primitive situation: 
one an “operating” or “prevenient” grace which establishes 
man’s natural powers’Tn a state of “integrity,” with a good 
exercise of the will and a proper subordination of all other powers 
to it; the other a “cooperating” or “ subsequent” g race which 
is offered to man and Tomes into play when he freely grasps this 
aid. 7 
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But all of this is los t through sin . We have already seen that 
Augustine Bad* held for some time (probably since 406) to a 
doctrine of original sin. (If the word “sin” \peccatum\ were to be 
reserved as a designation for responsible acts, he would be 
willing to call it a ?)ialu?)i or vitium contracted from the sins of 
others.) What is t ransmitted, he thinks, includes not only death 
audjpain but concupiscence, and the latter involves guilt. It 
may be difficult for modern readers to follow Augustine at this 
point, but they have an obligation to try at least to understand 
what he was saying with this notorious doctrine. 

In the earlier literature of the controversy—from 412 up 
through 420, certainly—Augustine does little more than repeat 
a few basic assertions. Sexuality and procreation were created 
good and remain good. Marriage has three useful, reasonable, 
and good ends: the procreation of children, chastity (the quieting 
of desire in an orderly, faithful way, in marriage rather than 
licentiousness), and a sacramental bond of union between two 
persons. He considers the third—taken by itself, with total 
abstinence from intercourse—to be the model of Christian 
marriage; but cohabitation for the purpose of producing offspring 
is entirely proper. If sexual desire is involved, however, it is a 
sin, though only a venial one since it has occurred within the 
context of marriage. 

His theory is that concupiscence or libido is transmitted 
because of the element of lust in intercourse. This emphasis 
^nTusFTouI3~^^tHe~expression of Augustine’s own personal 
problems; or it could be based on the biblical text which first 
convinced him of the transmission of sin, Psalm 50, 7 [51, 5]; 
or it could be an attempt to give a “rational” explanation of 
original sin. Sexual desire was striking to him as that area of 


7 For a discussion of Augustine’s understanding of the primitive state, 
especially as it appears in the important work On Rebuke and Grace, and its 
relationship to scholasticism and later “ Augustinian” movements, see 
Michel, “Justice originelle,” DTC y VIII, 2 (Paris, 1925), cols. 2031-33; 
Charles Boyer, “Le systemc de saint Augustin sur la grace,” Recbercbes de 
science religieuse, XX (1930), 501-525, reprinted in Essais sur la doctrine de saint 
Augustin (Paris, 1932), 206-236; Guy de Broglie, “Pour une meilleure 
intelligence du ‘De correptione et gratia,”’ AM, III, 317-327; Athanase Sage, 
“Les deux temps de grace,” REA, VII (1961), 209-230; Henri de Lubac, 
Augustinismc et tbeologie moderne (Paris, 1965), pp. 33, 70, 105-108, etc. 
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human life in which passion farthest outruns the control of 
reason, and he could not think this “natural” to so exalted 
a creature as man. It is to be noted, however, that c oncu piscence, 
though it consists chiefly of sexual-desire, is not that alone, for 
there are many other ways in which the animal aspects of the soul 
can escap e rational control a nd tempt man. 

The sharp questioning of Julian of Eclanum led Augustine 
to examine these assumptions more thoroughly. Julian had 
charged him with holding a Manichaean view of human pro¬ 
creation and instead defended its goodness. Augustine retorted 
by hinting that Julian was championing uncontrolled sexual 
desire. But beyond indulging in ad bominem remarks Augustine 
did engage in more vigorous thinking and moved beyond his 
rather simplistic emphasis on libido. 

He made it clear once more that whatever is God’s work in 
the reproductive process is good, and that sin does not affect 
the biological factor, the “seed” {De nupt. et cone ., II, 13, 26; 
14, 29). He also stayed by his old assertion that marriage and 
procreation would have been under the control of reason and 
devoid of sexual desire in a state of sinlessness. If the good 
element in reproduction is from God, he reasons, if it is even the 
same reproductory process that was created at the beginning, 
then the evil element must be the result of rebellion on the part 
of finite wills, leading to a corruption of the work of God; the 
actual state in which men are born comes, then, from these two 
influences, the creative power of God and the corruptions of sin 
{ibid., II, 28, 48—29, 50; 34, 57)- 

This brings to light the assumptions with which Augustine 
had been operating from the first. It might be accurate tojmake 
original sin equivalent with concupiscence, but only if it is seen 
as something within the soul (the argument of De Gen . ad lift ., 
X, 12, 20, in favor of a traducian view of the origin of the soul, 
is that not the body but the soul is the seat of sin, or rather it is 
me two of them together, for without the body there could be no 
carnal delight, yet it is the soul that takes delight). What makes it 
“ sin^Mnvolving guilt, is not the fact that there is sexual desire 
(the animals have this, anHTTls^naturalToThernJ~but the fact 
that t here is a pri vatio n of som ethi ng e lse—thereT s a loss o f the 
so uks adh erence to God in love and of the proper ordering of 
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the whole man which would have followed from it. Original sin 
consists, then, not in concu piscence as such but in the corruption 
of nature or, more accurately, the loss of the integrity , the 
harmonious tempering of human nature. Concupiscence, because 
it is readily observable, functions as a kind of sign of this privation, 
and the sense of shame which is associated with sexual life is 
taken to be an awareness of the disorder that has resulted from 
sin, a sense that one knows a forbidden possibility, an awareness, 
then, of the laq k of harm ony between the law in one’s members 
and the law in one’s mind (De nupt. et cone., I, 6, 7). Mausbach 
was probably right when he suggested, in scholastic terms, that 
while the “material” element in original sin is concupiscence, 
the “formal” element (what makes it sin) is guilt, and there can 
be guilt only if the person is turned away from God. 8 

Original sin is not biological, for, Aug ustine . It does not 
r affecttEe genetic makeup of man; rather it is a kind of malfunction 
in the development of the personality.TBut it is associated with 
procreation, for it is “propagated” from one generation to the 
next. This is important to Augustine, for he does not think of 
original sin and its guilt as a mere juridical bond, based on a legal 
unity of the human race in its progenitor. A moral unity of the 
race must have a real basis, and Adam’s descendants particip ate 
in his transgression because they have been begotten and born 
and'brougliFup ’in disorder (De nupt. et cone., II, 5, 14). And yet 
Augustine does not think that this is a merely coincidental, 
de facto unity in sin; there is an inevitability about it, moral and 
natural at once, for he assumes that concupiscence—the animal 
soul’s refusal to obey the mind—is an appropriate punishment 
for the mind’s refusal to obey God, so appropriate, in fact, that 
it is imposed upon all, even those who are redeemed, for although 
their guilt is remitte d in baptis m desire_,Temains ^ activ e, still 

( tempting them. What makes Augustine insist on this point so 
strongly is his respect for the reality of temporal events, their 
irreversibility, their consequentiality. Men_ar^a fragile balance 
of vitality^ and sp irit; once the balance is lost, theyTemain bound 
together through the natural link of procreation, while their 
personhood makes the disorder of their lives more momentous 

8 Joseph Mausbach, Die Etbik des beiligen Augustinus , 2. Aufl. (Freiburg, 
1929), II, 185-198. 
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and gives it the character of guilt. Something like this is at the 
heart of his doctrine of original sin. 

We would say it differently today, for we have a more detailed 
picture of the history and the prehistory of the human race, 
and one which makes it difficult to imagine any actual state of 
obedience to God, devoid of aggressiveness or lustfulness, at 
some stage called the beginning of the human story. We would 
locate a perfect harmonization of man’s life, if it is realizable at 
all under earthly conditions, in the future, as a possibility still 
before us. And in any case we would be inclined to interpret what 
is 4 ‘natural” to man somewhat differently. All of this is to be 
expected, for there are bound to be divergences in knowledge 
about the world, and less tangible divergences in mental temper, 
from one age to another. 

But at one point we could agree wholeheartedly with August¬ 
ine, for he thinks that the actual history of the human race, at 
least from a time soon after its beginning, has been characterized 
by disorganization and strife, except where the redeeming work 
of God has made itself felt. Let us turn, then, to this more 
concrete question concerning the actual situation of human life. 


2. Freedom under Grace and the Salvation of Man 

It is only in connection with the work of redemption that we 
encounter the problem of predestination. The heritage of sin 
is the result of human freedom, not of divine ordering. Although 
God by some device could have prevented the fall of angels 
and men, Augustine thinks, he permitted it out of respect for 
creaturely freedom and for the sake of the good that could be 
brought out of it. It is entirely just, furthermore, for men to be 
left to the consequences of their sin and for their deliverance to 
be the work of mercy alone. 

The question of predestination first arises when it is asked 
why this o'rTEaFmah is called and assisted toward salvation and 
another is not. Augustine assumes that it is decided by God. 
And when the statement, “God wills all men to bejaved and 
come to a knowledge of the Truth” (I Timothy 2, 4) is thrown 
up against him, he explains it in a non-universalistic way—it 
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means, he says, that no man who is saved has been saved except 
through the will of God, or that some out of all classes and ranks 
of men have been saved. 

It is clear enough that Augustine assumes a choice of certain 
men prior to any meritorious acts on their part. But the question 
can still be asked, “Why these and not others?” 

At an earlier stage, in Epistle 102, as he reflected on the 
question (reportedly drawn from Porphyry’s work against the 
Christians) why Christ arrived so late in human history, he put 
forward an interesting suggestion: leaving out of account, as he 
says, the mysterious wisdom of God, where there may be a more 
hidden reason, it could be that Christ appeared and preached his 
gospel when and where he knew a significant number of men 
would believe; but, he adds, even in other times some knowledge 
of God’s promises has been given to all those who were worthy 
of it, those, in other words, w ho God knew would believ e, and if 
men anywhere have lacked such knowledge it is because they 
would not have believed anyway ( Ep . 102, q. 2). 

This is not a doctrine of predestination on the basis of human 
merits, strictly speaking; the only merit men have is the entirely 
conditional one that they would believe if the conditions were 
offered, and the only sufficient condition of belief is their being 
called in a way that speaks to their condition. This view is quite 
similar to the theory of the Jesuit theologians of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. Molina, who knew that Catholic doctrine 
excluded predestination based on foreknowledge of a human 
decision made from a position of indifference, suggested that 
between God’s knowledge of what is actually done by himself 
or by others and his knowledge of pure possibility there is a 
“middle” kind of knowledge, a knowledge of “futuribles,” 
what would happen, given the powers and the disposition of the 
agent, under certain circumstances such as the offer of grace. 
And then Suarez and Bellarmine added a suggestion about the 
outworking of that knowledge: to those who are known to be 
responsive a call “congruous” with their needs is issued to them, 
and they respond as anticipated. 

There is probably something worth considering in this theory, 
for Augustine held to it for a number of years. But when he was 
later confronted with it he rejected it as an adequate explanation. 




MEDITATION (419-430) 32I 

His objection, not altogether just, is that it would mean that men 
are saved on the basis of merits, and unactualized ones at that 
( Depraed. sanct 13, 25—14, 29; De don. pers., 9, 23—11, 25). He 
now places more weight on the good pleasure of God, and over 
and over he quotes Romans 11, 33: “O the depth of the riches 
and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 
judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” 

He considers three possible cases (De don. pers ., 14, 35). First, 
there are the men of Tyre and Sido n, who, it is said, would 
have believed if they had seen and heard Jesus (Matthew 11, 

20-24 an< 3 Luke 10, 13-15). But here it is a conditional statement 
contrary to fact, for they did not see and hear him. Augustine 
does not abandon his earlier conception of the way in which men 
a re call gdj__he still says that this statement in the gospels implies 
that the men of Tyre and Sidon would have been moved to faith 
“if they had heard words or seen signs congruous with their 
minds.” But God “by a more hidden judgment” (altiore judicio ) 
refrained from delivering them out of the mass of sinful humanity. 

The second case is that of the contemporaries, the people ^ 
of Ch orazi n and Bethsaida, whom Jesus is addressing in the same 
saying: those who hear the words and see the signs that would 
have enabled the men of Tyre and Sidon to believe, but still do 
not believe for themselves. These are the ones whose hearts God 
“hardens^ allowing their sin to take its full course. The men 
of Tyre and Sidon were not hardened against the call of grace. 

But it did them no good that they could have believed, f or they were 
not_ predestined, though they will have a lesser punishment—it 
will be “more tolerable” for them in the day of judgment (De 
don. pers., 9, 23). 

The third case is that of those who are now unable to believe, 
but who, if they are predestined, will have their blindness of 
mind and hardness of heart taken away, probably by a more 
inward mode of calling. 

And perhaps there is still room for a fourth case, the one that n V 
he had earlier proposed, of those who God knows would believe 
and who are called in a suitable way. 

Clearly Augustine wants to make t wo po ints: on one side, 
that the actual predestining_o£_indi vidu als is finally deci ded^ in 
G od's fre edom and carried out through his own influence. 
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transcending all the finite preconditions that may be relevant, 
for he is not compelled to act by even the most plausible of them; 
but, on the other side, that God’s knowledge of the disposition 
of individuals is not irrelevant, for if they are to be called effica¬ 
ciously they must be called in a way that speaks to their condition. 
It is to be noted that in this very work Augustine stresses that the 
basic capacity for faith and love belongs to man’s nature, though 
it is only by grace that it is brought to exercise (De praed. sanct ., 
5, io). A place for human agency must be affirmed even in 
asserting the sovereignty of God’s own purposes. But that is 
only a precondition. Though the potentialities for faith and 
love may be present in man, it is only the effectual calling of 
those whom God has freely chosen that brings them to actuality. 
To Augustine the biblical doctrine of predestination i s opposed 
to all those,who would say, in one way or another,, that grace 
i s_giv en according tcTman’s merits and not according to God’s 
freedom; 

As backing for this assertion Augustine can cite a whole 
range of phenomena. There are the subjective experiences of those 
who, like Augustine himself, have been drawn into a life of 
obedience after years of hesitation and who sense that it is due 
to an influence from beyond themselves. Ther^are, furthermore, 
the outwardly observable facts of human history: that some men 
live in places and times beyond the range of the Christian message 
and the sacraments, and that, even within the sphere of the Church, 
some infants are baptized before death while others are not, 
often because of curious coincidences in the web of earthly 
events. Augustine cannot imagine that these coincidences, so 
important to the destiny of individuals, are the result of fate or 
chance; they must be in every case the outcome of a divine 
disposition of the course of events (De don. per r., 12, 31). To him 
the salvation of infants , entirely apart from any exercise of their 
own choice, is one of the most striking instances of p revenien t 
grace and pre destination. By The same token it is a perfect case 
of the influence of external circumstance upon inward destiny. 

And this is precisely the point at which the sensitivities of 
most later readers recoil at Augustine’s reasoning. Many Catholic 
thinkers have said forthrightly that Augustine does not follow 
the mind of the Church, and the dogmatic position of the Catholic 
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Church has reversed him. Because of the importance of these later 
discussions we cannot avoid considering the problem they raise, 
not in order to overrule the facts in the case but in order to 
analyze just what judgments Augustine made and where dissent 
from them is possible. 

J Benjamin Warfield, whose credentials as a predestinarian 
Calvinist were impeccable, made an important suggestion toward 
the end of his classic essay on Augustine and the Pelagian con¬ 
troversy: 

It was not because of his theology of grace, or of his doctrine of predesti¬ 
nation, that Augustine taught that comparatively few of the human 
race are saved. It was because he believed that baptism and incorpora¬ 
tion into the visible Church were necessary for salvation. 9 

We have seen that Augustine arrived at both of those convictions 
comparatively late in his career as a Christian thinker; but he 
did come to them, and firmly. The necessity of incorporation into 
the visible Church does not, by itself, pose a serious problem. 
It is true that, against the Donatists, Augustine insisted that all 
Christians must be drawn together by the bond of peace in the 
Catholic Church, and he thought that after the completion of 
revelation in Christ and its proclamation throughout the world 
all people must belong to the Church to be saved. But that same 
regulation did not apply to earlier times; and Augustine’s 
principles could be stretched, as they have been by recent 
theologians, to allow for the salvation of non-Catholics and non- 
Christians even in the time of the Church. The necessity of 
baptism for those who die before they have had the opportunity 
of conversion is a greater problem. And here Augustine was 
boxed in by his own reasoning. Because of the character of 
Cyprian’s remarks about infant baptism he assumed that its 
function was to remove the guilt of original sin, and because of 
his inter^etation^ForigmarsinTie^ssumedThat it was sufficient 
cause for damnation, without any personal sins being added. 
Though unbaptized adults outside the sphere of the people of God 
may be saved by heeding cryptic admonitions from God, infants , 
can be saved only through baptismgor its counterpart in Israel, 
circumcision and membership in the chosen people. 

9 Studies in Tertu/lian and Augustine , p. 411. 
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This assumption that damnation can result from original 
sin alone and that deliverance from its guilt can come only- 
through the administration of baptism subjects the destiny of 
the infant, at least, to the control of external circumstances, what 
Augustine’s opponents called fate and what Augustine, in reply, 
called the just outworking of consequences and the providential 
guidance of events by God. It is precisely because the matter is so 
important—because the destiny of a person is determined by 
external factors, one way or the other—that Augustine had to 
convince himself that the nexus of finite occurrences is divinely 
guided: “Often when the parents are eager and the ministers are 
prepared to give baptism to infants, still it is not given, because 
God does not choose” (De don . pers. y 12, 31). Against all the 
evidence for the play of natural necessity, and coincidence, and 
free human activity, he must insist that at least in cases where the 
destiny of a human being is involved neither fate nor freedom is 
finally responsible, but divine judgment and providence. This 
places him in a dilemma theologically: either he must hold to a 
view of providence as close-textured, tightly ordered by God in 
every detail, which conflicts with his own cosmological con¬ 
victions ; or he must acknowledge that necessity and coincidence 
and freedom have at least an accessory role, even though the 
overarching factor is divine providence, and then it may be 
difficult to salvage his theory. The only satisfactory way to 
adjust the problem would have been to do what the later Church 
did: refuse to base damnation on original sin alone, exempt 
infants and children, then, from the either/or of damnation or 
salvation, and restrict the latter to the age of responsibility. 
This would not conflict with the other things Augustine (and the 
later Church) insisted on: the fatefulness, the irreversibility, of 
sin, and the solidarity of the human race, so that later generations 
are involved in and influenced by sin from the first. But this 
inevitable involvement in sin would lose its ultimacy and would 
not be by itself deserving of damnation. 

Now all of the foregoing discussion of predestination is rooted, 
it will be noted, in the question why some infants are b aptized 
and some arc L-OOt, why some adults are converted and some are 
not. But AugustineTtunks that predestination involves two 
problems—this one of the beginning ofjaith , and another one of 
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perseverance to the end , the former based upon prevenient or operat- 
ing“gface 3 ^fi6'r to man’s decision, the latter upon subsequent or 
cooperating grace, following upon and supporting man’s 
decision. The two aspects are very poorly put together in his 
writings. They can be harmonized, but it will be an unstable 
combination, and I hope to show that what Augustine says in 
these two different connections actually leads toward divergent 
theories of predestination. /fj 

When Augustine is defending the doctrine of predestination 
he usually concerns himself with the first, the fact that one 
person is converted and another is not, that one infant is baptized 
and another is not. Predestination is viewed, then, as the ultimate 
explanation of the actual—at least the observable —course of events. 

He sees such and such men entering the life of the Church, or 
falling away from it again, often in unexpected ways, and he asks 
why these men were placed at precisely this point in time and 
subjected to precisely this set of influences so as to will—though 
from within themselves—good or evil. Augustine assu mes th at 
nothing happens without God_’s kn owledg e, indeed, without his 
ecrun^^rfd~winTand _ prSestination is the attempt to give an 
explanation in keeping with that belief. 

But when his readers question him, as did the monks of 
Hadrumetum and of Marseilles, it is usually to ask whether 
predestination makes the things with which they have been closely 
involved in their religious life, rules and exhortations and 
fraternal correction and prayer, superfluous or meaningless; and 
then he vehemently insists that it does not. To prove it he 
engages in an examination of the Christian life and the content of 
the prayers of the Church, on the principle that the Church has 
always believed and prayed in terms of grace and predestination, 
though its assumptions are now being defended with more 
explicitness against the new heresy that has arisen (De don . pers ., 

2 3 > 6j)- 

These two tendencies in Augustine’s discussions of pre¬ 
destination could be harmonized, of course, along th$ lines of 
the medieval distinction between “ predestination to grace,” 
which is carried into effect prior to any decision on the part of 
men, and “predestination to glory,” which is conditioned upon 
their subsequent faithfulness. This would explain why some men 
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genuinely respond for a time, yet fall away before they reach 
eternal life. Now it may be that Augustine unconsciously assumed 
something like this. But it conflicts with his own explicit state¬ 
ments that predestination has reference only to those who will 
persevere and be crowned with glory. It is just as possible, 
therefore, that in these last treatises, written between 426 and 429, 
Augustine was on the way toward a different understanding 
of predestination than that which he had had previously. 

Let us notice the thesis being argued in those treatises, and 
the sequence of the argument: (a) both the beginning of faith 
and perseverance to the end are gifts of God , for they are not 
accomplished by man alone and the aid that is given is not merited 
by him; (b) if God gives these gifts, then he knows that he will 
give them, and to whom he will give them; (c) therefore those 
to whom he gives these gifts and whom he delivers and crowns 
at the end arej predestined (De don . pers ., 21, 54; 17, 42-43; etc.). 
In his last writings, at least, Augustine uses terms like “ praedestin - 
are” and “ praedeterminare” to suggest not a strict determinism 
but the definiteness of the plans that are made. Predestination i s_ 
definedjas God’s foreknowledge of his own actions and his 
preparation of the means by which those whom he does liberate 
are liberated unfailingly (De praed. satiety 10, 19; 17, 34; De don . 
pers., 17, 41 and 45). It allows a large place for a knowledge of, 
and accommodation to, the contingent decisions of free agents, 
though predestination goes beyond foreknowledge in that God 
also decides upon and foreknows what he will do. But God’s 
ideas are always related to actualities that are to be brought forth, 
and in them there is an interpenetration of purposiveness and 
intelligent counsel, for if God’s will is always the ultimate criterion 
of what will be done, it is not isolated from his wisdom and from 
his knowledge of finite occurrences. 10 

The fact that men are commanded to do certain things proves 
to Augustine that freedom and effort have a role even within the 
sphere^of^grace. Though he assumes that a basic rightness of 
orientation IrTmen’s lives will come about only as the gift of 

10 See especially Coelestin Zimara, “Das Incinandcrspiel von Gottes 
Vorwisscn und Wollcn nach Augustinus,” Freiburger Zeitscbrift jiir Pbilosophie 
und Tbeologie , VI (1959), 272-299, 361-394, and, with special reference to 
predestination, Gotthard Nygren, Das Priidestinationsproblem in der Tbeologie 
Augustins , which utilizes materials drawn from the writings of all periods. 
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grace, he expects it then to bear fruit in willing and doing and 
persevering in the good. The point that is made throughout 
On Grace and Free Will in particular is that everything is the result 
of‘grace—but that it must also become human actuality. Augus¬ 
tine even thinks that men ought to pray for the giving of grace, 
both to others and to themselves, and that prayer and decision and 
effort are all a part of the process of salvatrnnT He argues” 
furthermore, that predestination can be taughfand preached even 
to the multitudes, in order to stress that the entire way of salvation 
is the gift of God; and it ought to be preached not i n a fatalistic 
way, dryly asserting that some who stand will fall and some who 
now”3elight in sin will be raised up, but rather with a note of 
exhortation that those who have not yet laid hold upon grace 
might do it, and that those who have already believed might so 
run the race that they will be among those whom God foreknows 
and predestines to reach the prize (De don. pers., 22, 37-39). 
He even reflects upon the “logic of preaching” at this point— 
in speaking of predestination the mood is always to be in the 
optative, exhorting and promising, using direct address, while 
in speaking of rejection the third person is to be used and the 
mood is to be hypothetical: “If any are not foreknown and 
predestined to his kingdom, then they shall not persevere” (De 
don. pers., 22, 61). 

The fact that human decisions are taken into account and 
freedom is not subjected to violence does not mean that the crucial 
role is played by man and his freedonl The problem, however, is 
to bring grace and freedom into the proper relation. As man seeks 
to persevere, he is exhorted to trust more in God than in himself. 
Augustine expresses surprise that men are inclined to trust their 
own frailty more than the firm promises of God, and when they 
object, “I do not know what God intends to do with me,” he 
retorts, “Do you know any better what your own will has in 
store for you?” (De praed. sanct., 11, 21). To those who think 
that the preaching of grace will arouse despair at the possibility 
of salvation, his answer is that despair comes not from trust in 
God but from trust in the proud and unhappy self (De don. pers., 
22, 57 and 62). The proper human response is—we may use 
Luther’s term, for it is also Augustine’s—trust, directed, however, 
not toward the preaching of forgiveness but toward the gift 
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of perseverance. Augustine, like the later Catholic theologians, 
insists that no one can have assurance of his own salvation, 
quite simply because he cannot guarantee what he will do in the 
future; but, like the Reformers, he also wants to assure men that 
by trusting in the faithfulness of God they can bring themselves 
into contact with the power that leads toward salvation. 

Augustine states repeatedly in these last four treatises that the 
sons of Adam, unlike the first man, cannot persevere by their 
own continuing ratification of their relation to God; their 
changeable wills need to be sustained by a special divine assistance 
which gives not merely the possibility but the actuality of persever¬ 
ance. But in what does this gift of perseverance consist ? Caritas, 
love for God, which gives man a delectatio victrix , a delight in 
the good which is victorious over all inducements toward a 
basic rebellion against God. And this doctrine is not, in fact, 
a new one; it is not the result of an intensified predestinarianism 
but one of the affirmations that he had made steadily from an 
early time. Some of the most important passages are found in the 
first writings against the Pelagians ( De pecc. mer ., II, 19, 32; De 
spir. et litt.y 29, 51), and the same doctrine appears long before 
that (De Gen. c. Man., II, 11, 15; De serm. Don/, in monte, I, 12, 34; 
Exp. ep. ad Gal., 49 ). 11 Peter is an example of what is needed, 
says Augustine: he had made grand promises, and yet he denied 
the Master, because the will to do good, though present, was 
still weak; but later he became a martyr through his faithfulness, 
because he was enabled to achieve a “ great and robust will,” 
a “ great love,” a willing that led to the carrying through of 
what he had willed in the face of every obstacle (De gr. et lib. arb., 
17, 33; Decorr. et gr., 9, 24). 

Augustine states repeatedly that the jgift of pe rseverance is a 
grace that “co operates” with men, and their receiving this gift, 
so that they do persevere, or their falling away is decided not 
by God but by themselves. Those Christians who have turned 
to God but do not persevere have first deserted God, and it is as a 
consequence of this that they are deserted by him (De corr. et 

11 For a discussion of delectatio victrix and some of the later problems in its 
interpretation see Gustave Combes, La ebarite d’apres saint Augustin (Paris, 
T 934), PP- 8-9 and Appendix IT; Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of 
Saint Augustine (New York, i960). Part II, chapter 3. 
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gr., 13, 42). Men can forsake God by their free choice; but if they 
pray for the gift of perseverance, and the prayer is heard, he will 
not let them fall away ( De don. pers., 6, 10-12). He is speaking, he 
says, not of the situation of man prior to faith (here there would 
be different problems) but of believers who have been freed from 
bondage to sin and are capable of trusting in God (De don. pers., 
22, 58 and 60); and whereas the beginning of faith is prepared 
even for those who do not seek it, the gift of perseverance is 
prepared only for those who do seek it (De don. pers., 16, 39; 
De corr. et gr., 7, 11). It is especially for them, it seems, that 
commands and exhortations are issued, for although all men are 
formally free and thus are responsible for their sins, only these 
are in a position to obey—but only if they continue to depend 
upon divine aid; and if they are obedient, they receive the crown 
of glory. There is still merit, because there are human acts and 
they are done not without freedom. But, Augustine says, “when 
God crowns our merits, he crowns his own gifts” (De gr. et lib. 
arb ., 6, 15), and eternal life is “grace for grace” (ibid., 9, 21; 
De corr. et gr., 13, 41), because cooperating grace has been 
indispensable throughout. 

Now it is clear that the “p redestined ” (in contrast to the 
merely “foreknown”) includ ~€^onJytl)ose who persevere to the end 
and are g lorifie d. Because of the place of freedom and exhortation 
and Effort in their lives (though whatever they accomplish has 
been aided by grace), their pre destination would s eem t o_b e ba sed 
upon God’s knowledge of theTull course of their lives, with its 
interaction between human and divine freedom, men freely 
seeking God’s aid, God freely giving it. If so, it would be, to use 
the language of the schools, “predestination after the foreknow¬ 
ledge of merits”—but only of those merits that follow the giving 
of grace and consist in a steady dependence upon divine aid. 

It appears that Augustine has, in effect, two theories of pre¬ 
destination. One is concerned with the problem of the beginning 
of faith. Starting from the common situation of all men, bound 
together in one mass through original sin, his question is why 
these infants are drawn out of the mass by being baptized, why 
these adults are drawn out of it by having the gospel preached 
effectively to them. He respects the historical process enough to 
know that this question, if it is the right question, must be answered 
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in terms of external factors—the time and place of individual lives, 
the geographical expanse of the Church, the many coincidences 
that may make a crucial difference to an individual’s destiny. 
But his other theory of predestination (only hinted at, and then 
forgotten again) is concerned with the problem of perseverance 
in faith. Beginning from within the Christian life itself, he asks 
about its dynamics and about the human factors that might 
affect its outcome. Here we find ourselves in a different atmos¬ 
phere, one of inwardness and immediacy to God rather than 
externality and its fateful occurrences. Ultimate salvation depends 
upon man’s faithfulness, freely elicited—yet called forth by 
grace and sustained by grace. 

Starting from the Christian life as the paradigm, it would 
be possible to develop an understanding of grace and predestina¬ 
tion quite different from that usually associated with Augustine— 
if his doctrine of infant damnation were dropped and if the 
biblical view that God wills all men to be saved were taken 
seriously. This is precisely what the Catholic Church began to do 
about 850 and continued to do through the middle ages, and it is 
what many Christian thinkers of all persuasions have done in 
more recent times. In order to carry through these concerns 
thoroughly and consistently, one would have to say that redeem- 
ing grace, which is indispensable to conversion, is in some way 
offered to every man prior to any merits on his part, that it 
somehow makes itself felt and evokes a favorable inclination of 
man’s will, that consent to it is the only reasonable response— 
and yet consent is not automatic or inevitable, and there is 
always the possibility that man will fail to respond, perhaps 
through defiance, perhaps through distraction or negligence or 
indecisiveness. 12 This would not be a hidden form of “Pelagian- 
ism” or even of “semi-Pelagianism.” With Augustine it would 
be said that God “prepares” the w ill, not afteTme rTbelieve b ut 
before^ t hat g raceiTgfven not because men believe but in order that 
they mightTSelicve, that God gives them not only the capability 
to believe but the will to believe and the accomplishment of all that 

12 The two clearest contemporary statements I have encountered are by 
Bernard Lonergan (cf. Insight: A Study of Human Understanding [New York, 
1 95 7 J P* 667) an d Karl Barth (especially his doctrine of predestination in 
Church Dogmatics , II/2, and his doctrine of evil as the “impossible pos¬ 
sibility,” developed at length in III/3). 
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he requires. The point of divergence from Augustine would be 
this: he thought that operating grace worked infallibly and 
irresistibly to produce a human act, so that only the elect can be 
called in a congruous and effective way, while the later theologians 
would prefer to say that operating grace, though it infallibly 
gives the inclination to act (so that, if the inclination is consented 
to, the act is credited to God), can still be resisted or simply go 
unheeded (so that the failure to act is man’s own). There is, then, 
an asymmetry between obedience and disobedience, quite in 
keeping with Augustine’s own principles, and because of it the 
will, at least when confronted with the possibility of conversion, 
is not in a position of indifference but must either consent or 

fail to consent. Jj 

What is crucial to such a position is that what is experienced in 
the Christian life is extended to the situation of all men, at least 
as a possibility and perhaps often as a hidden actuality as well. 

If grace is the cause of the conversion of all who have believed, 
this need not mean that it is not also offered to others who, as 
far as can be seen, have not believed; if those who persevere in 
the Christian life have consented to “operating grace” and 
continue to rely upon “ cooperating grace,” then what sets the 
others apart is that they have not yet allowed the same grace to 
take effect in their own lives. 

Those who wish to reject the other understanding of pre¬ 
destination, as taking effect through the influence of the external 
environment, should note what an acceptance of this one requires: 
some conception of God’s presence as Redeemer to all men, 
sufficient for conversion in some form even though it may not be 
explicitly “Christian”; and at the same time some conception 
of the way in which external events and symbols, even those 
which may not be explicitly “Christian,” can play a role, for 
Augustine continues to hold that once man’s attention 
is distracted and dispersed by concern with the finite he 
becomes incapable of returning to the Light within until he is 
led to it gently by outward signs. Those familiar with a large 
segment of modern theology, from Kant’s Religion within the 
Li/nits of Reason Alone to the recent writings of Karl Rahner on 
the “anonymous Christian,” will recognize that the problem is 
not an outdated one, and that it is not related narrowly to pre- 
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destination, for it concerns the tension between the universality 
and the historical particularity of biblical religion. 

I think I have indicated unambiguously enough my judgment 
that Augustine never abandoned his rather rigid predestinarian 
position, since he thought it was taught by Paul and other 
authorities, and he would have been unable to accept any alterna¬ 
tive because of his belief in the damnation of unbaptized infants. 
But I think I have also shown that a problem emerges from within 
his own statements on predestination and that an alternative 
doctrine is being prepared, however surreptitiously, as he attempts 
to answer the objections that have been brought against his 
stated position. It is doubly ironic that during the last decade 
of his life he continued to hold to a doctrine of antecedent 
predestination and to think that it is administered through the 
web of external occurrences, since his thought was moving toward 
the solution of the two requirements, mentioned above, for any 
satisfactory doctrine of a universal will of salvation. For it does 
seem that he came to put greater stress upon internal factors in 
calling and conversion, thus placing external signs and stimuli 
in a subordinate position; and he gave considerable attention to 
the problem of salvation outside the sphere of the Christian 
Church and affirmed it, if anything, even more emphatically than 
before. Once more we have proof of the complexity of Augustine’s 
theological activity, his ability to think concurrently along a 
number of different lines, in each case according to the nature 
of the problem and the evidence available, and to resist the 
temptation (if he was even tempted) to achieve consistency 
prematurely. Let us glance, then, at these two topics; and they 
form a fitting conclusion to our survey of the development of 
Augustine’s theology, for in a sense they point the way toward 
later epochs of theological reflection and their solution, in a 
validly Augustinian way, of a problem that Augusdne himself 
did not solve. 

For many years Augustine assumed, as we have seen, that 
conversion is effected by the presenting of appropriate suasions 
through the channel of the understanding; the first assistance that 
is given to the will from within comes with the infusion of 
caritas , and this is given only to those who, responding to the 
call, have desired to do the good and have sought divine aid. 
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But it has been suggested repeatedly by the scholars, beginning 
with Rotmanner in 1897, that from about 418 Augustine began to 
think of grace as an inward influence from the very beginning of 
the process of conversion. 13 

The locus classicm is a passage in On the Grace of Christ , written 
during the summer of 418 while Augusdne was staying in 
Carthage following the council which condemned Pelagius. He 
argues, against Pelagius, that instruction is not enough; it must be 
supplemented by love, and this comes only from the grace which 
conducts the elect toward glory. 

By this grace it is effected not only that we know what is to be done, but 
that we do what we know; not only that we believe in those things that 
are to be loved, but that we love those things in which we believe 
(12, 13). This grace, if it is to be called instruction y must be so called in such 
a way that God is believed to infuse it more deeply and more inwardly, 
with an ineffable sweetness, not only through those who plant and 
water outwardly but also through himself who secretly gives growth, 
both exhibiting Truth and imparting Caritas . It is thus that God 
teaches those who have been called according to his purpose, giving 
them simultaneously the knowledge of what they are to do and the doing 
of what they know (13, 14). 

The passage seems to represent one more attempt to trace an 
inward experience of the Trinity. In the immediate context 
(10, 11) Augustine cites two passages from the sixth chapter of 
the Gospel according to John: 

No man can come to me unless the Father, who has sent me, draws 
him; and I will raise him up at the last day. It is written in the pro¬ 
phets, “And they shall all be taught by God.” Everyone who has 
heard and learned from the Father comes to me (John 6, 44-45). 

No one can come to me unless it is given him by the Father (John 6, 65). 

These texts begin appearing a few years earlier, in On the Perfecting 
of Man in Righteousness (19,42), written about 416, and Sermon 131, 
whose date can be fixed very precisely at September 23, 417; 
but nothing is yet done with them. There is a sharp change, then, 
in 418. And if the Trinitarian overtones remain debatable in the 
passage from On the Grace of Christ , they are unmistakable in the 

13 For the bibliography of the discussion see Nygren, Pradestinationsproblem , 
p. 98, n. 256. 


334 AUGUSTINE THE THEOLOGIAN 

twenty-sixth sermon on the Gospel according to John, which 
comes later, but perhaps in the same year. It was delivered in 
Hippo and was directed against the Arians rather than the 
Pelagians, and in it Augustine shows more explicitly in what 
direction his interpretation of the passage had been moving. 
The Father’s “drawing” or “attracting” men ( tractio ) is identified 
with the revelation that Christ is the son of God, of the same 
nature as the Father. This revelation comes not through flesh 
and blood, but through the Father’s own instruction, and that 
instruction is the Word himself, who “is given inwardly, flashes 
inwardly, reveals inwardly”; while outward words can only 
plant and water, the inward Light gives increase, for it arouses the 
desire to partake more fully of eternal Wisdom, and then love 
and delight and desire are animated by the gift of the Holy Spirit 
(In Joann. ev . 9 tr. 26, 4-8). The same interpretation is given to the 
passage in the relatively large number of times it is mentioned in 
subsequent works from the last decade. 

There is no change, I think, in Augustine’s psychology. He 
still assumes that understanding is prior to willing, that the pivo¬ 
tal moment is in the mind’s discernment of values which have 
such an appeal that they draw the will forth, and that the nature 
of intelligent life would be violated if there were an overpowering 
of the will without a persuasion of the intellect. But a readjust¬ 
ment is made in his conception of the appeal made to the under¬ 
standing and, through it, to the will: now the stress is not upon 
the suitability of the external call but upon the immediate presence 
of the Word, giving insight into what has been said outwardly 
and arousing the affections. And a readjustment is also made in 
his conception of the process of conversion. Previously he had 
assumed that calling and the infusion of love are separated in 
time, with the response of faith intervening (“no one is aided 
unless he himself does something; he is aided if he seeks, if he 
believes, if he has been called according to God’s purpose” [De 
perf. iust . hom. y 20, 43]. Now he stresses their continuity and even 
simultaneity. The only faith that justifies is the faith that issues 
directly into love (Galatians 5, 6), and whatever is not from this 
faith is still sin (Romans 14, 23 [cf. Degr. Chr. 9 1 , 26, 27]). 

Thus there is a heightened “interiorization” of Augustine’s 
understanding of man’s relation to God. It is hardly new, for he 
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had always assumed an inward presence of God and a constant 
illuminative influence in connection with the Christian life. The 
external media of communication—words, events, rituals—are 
not the decisive factor. They do not become superfluous, nor are 
they merely incidental, for Augustine continues to hold that man 
is now incapable of directing his attention to the Light within 
unless he is led to it by outward signs. And yet he affirms that 
the same redemption is made available everywhere, even beyond 
the sphere of historical revelation, in one mode or another. 

In his letter to Deogratias (Ep. 102), written at some time 
between 406 and 410, he responded to the second question, the 
one asking why Christ appeared so late in human history when he 
is alleged to be the only way of salvation, with an expansiveness 
that went well beyond what the question demanded; far from 
feeling threatened by the question, he seems to have taken the 
opportunity to elaborate on his conviction that from the begin¬ 
ning of the world there have always been some men who believed 
in the Word and lived according to his precepts. There is, to be 
sure, a difference in times, and with it a difference in signs and 
rituals, having an increasing explicitness and attracting increasing 
numbers of men; but it is always the same fides and the same sains, 
related to the Word first when he was still to come, then in his 
flesh, and now, in the time of the Church, as he <c fills the world” 
( Ep . 102, q. 2, 11-12). From the beginning, sometimes more 
cryptically, sometimes more openly, there have been prophets 
and believers, some of them in the gens prophetica of Israel, and 
some in other nations which have no direct connection with it 
(for if such people are reported in Scripture, he suggests, why 
might we not believe that there are others as well?). 

Such themes become even more marked in later writings. 
Augustine affirms that what is now known as the Christian 
religion is as old as creation and has been adhered to more widely 
than might first appear ( Ketr ., I, 12, 3). He still keeps to the 
principle that there is no salvation except throu gh faith in Chris t, 
faith not only in his divinity but in the human achievements of 
his life, death, and resurrection as well; but in_the-case~of the 
ancientsjheir faith was in his promised humanity and in the Word 
still to become incarnate, and on that basis the same grace was 
given by .the. Spirit (Dtf pecc. orig ., II, 24, 29—30, 35). 
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This is the context in which he broaches the often-mentioned 
doctrine that what is “latent” in the OH Testament becomes 
“patent” in the New. Here and elsewhere ( Depecc. orig ., II, 25, 
29; De nupt. et cone ., II, 11, 24; III, 4, 7-13) the contrast is used not 
to suggest a pattern of prophecy and fulfillment but to show how 
one and the sa??ie covenant and promise and salvation can be con¬ 
veyed in different times, first hidden in figures and then openly 
enacted and proclaimed. Mausbach, like others before and since, 
suggests that Augustine thereby opens the way to a view of faith 
that focuses more on the inward posture of trust in God the 
Redeemer than on a certain set of historical symbols; he finds 
numerous passages in Augustine’s works which hint at the possi¬ 
bility of a “latent” Christianity, in reality though not in name, 
even outside the history of Israel. 14 

But the fact that grace is offered everywhere does not make the 
history of salvation in Israel superfluous; and the fact that the 
same salvation is latent in Israel does not make Christ and the 
Church superfluous. What is their value ? In part it is in supplying 
a more explicit revelation. But it is chiefly that in the history of 
salvation something has been wrought by redeeming grace within 
the sphere of human life itself, something public, furthermore, 
and made accessible to others through the continuity of traditions 
and institutions. 

Indeed, one of the most interesting developments in this last 
decade, with its deeper speculations on the mysteries of faith, is 
the drawing of the whole history of salvation into a single whole, 
with the gracious God at its source and the incarnation at its 
focus. Augustine quite systematically makes the incarnation the 
prime instance of ^pred estina tion- and prevenient graceTlhe chief 
actualization of God’s saving will. If men are drawn out of their 
sin by prevenient grace, it is by the very same prevenient grace that 
Jesus was drawn into unity with God and safeguarded from sin 
even before there was any possibility of human decision on his 
part (Depraed. sanct ., 15,31). Therefore the Pelagians, who persist 
in saying that grace is given according to man's me rit, must say 
the same thing in their Christology, if they are consistent, and be 
convicted of adoptionism: they would have to say that Jesus, 
though born of a virgin and free from sin, made progress by his 

14 Mausbach, Die Ethik des hi. Augustinus , 2. Aufl., II, 310-323. 








337 


MEDITATION (419-430) 

own choice and thereby merited assumption into unity with the 
Word. But in reality the sequence is just the reverse: the assuming 
activity of the Word is prior, and because of it Jesus is born of a 
virgin and has a good will and all the rest (C. Jul. op. imp., IV, 

8 4 )- 15 

When Augustine describes the incarnation in terms of predesti¬ 
nation and prevenient grace, its force is sometimes to stress the 
contrast between Jesus and other men: though they all have the 
same nature, there is a difference in the grace given (De praed. 
sanct., 15, 30). But the differentiation is made for the sake of 
bringing them all into unity. Th e same g race, the same ,Spirit..is 
given, first to the Head and then to the others {ibid., 15,31). Jesus 
is thus the forerunner and the first fruits of the redeemed human¬ 
ity, and what is said of the others is applicable supremely to him. 
When, for example, Augustine says that man after sin needs a 
grace that is, not more gracious, but more powerful than that 
given to Adam (“ non lactiore.. .vernmtamen potentiore gratia”'), he 
is referring first of all to the assumption of Jesus into unity of 
person with the Word, since it is done apart from any considera¬ 
tion of prior merits, but the same pattern is characteristic of re¬ 
deeming grace generally. Jesus is thus the one through whom, 
and in union with wh om, redeeming grace is o ffared-J^-all-men. 

The grace which was given to the first Adam was a grace with whose 
aid man could be righteous if he willed ; the more powerful grace given 
in the second Adam is a grace by which it is brought about that man wills , 

15 This is a common theme in his later statements on Christology: “ The 
son of man is assumed not in such a way that he is first created and then 
assumed, but in such a way that he is created in being assumed {ut ipsa 
assumption crcaretur )” (C. serm. Ar. y 6, 8). Augustine thereby anticipates, in a 
sense, the later doctrine of Leontius of Byzantium, taken over by all subse¬ 
quent theologians, that the humanity does not have any being of its own 
prior to or apart from the Word but has its being in the Word by whom it is 
assumed. But this does not alter what has been said earlier (chapter 3, section 
2), that Augustine holds to a Christology of the asswnptus homo , recognizing 
a genuine human life, including a human center of consciousness and voli¬ 
tion. Indeed, in the same period in which he stresses the prevenience of the 
assuming activity of God and the absence of human initiative he exhibits, 
even more intensely than before, an awareness of the place of a human will 
and a human development in Jesus (van Bavel, Rechercbes sur la cbristologie de 
saint Augustin , chapters 5 and 6). The point he is concerned to make in 
Christology is not, then, that human activity is overpowered or bypassed, 
but that a gracious divine activity always takes precedence, and the human 
is what it is because of it. 
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and wills so strongly and loves with such ardor, that by the will of the 
Spirit, he triumphs over the contrary will of the flesh (De corr . et gr., 
11, 30). 

But the differentiation remains, and it is what necessitates the 
union of the others with Christ (either explicitly or only through 
hope). Although the same prevenient grace is offered to believers 
that has taken effect in him, so that they are sustained by it along 
their way, they still retain the effects of sin and are in need of 
incorporation into him, to share in the righteousness enacted in 
his life and the ransom effected in his death. Augustine now makes 
a more eloquent and more closely reasoned defense than ever 
before of his own version of simul iustus et peccator: 

Although the devil is the author and source of all sins, still it is not 
every sin that makes children of the devil, for the children of God also 
sin: “If they say that they have no sins they deceive themselves and the 
truth is not in them” (I John 1, 8). But they sin because of that condi¬ 
tion by which they are still children of this world, while by that grace 
through which they are children of God they do not sin: “Everyone 
who is born of God does not sin” (I John 3, 9).... 

Baptism, therefore, washes away all sins... But it does not take away 
the weakness which the regenerate man resists when he fights the good 
fight but to which he consents when, as man, he is overtaken in any fault, 
rejoicing with thanksgiving on account of the former, but groaning in 
prayer on account of the latter_The children of God by faith alter¬ 

nately exult over God’s benefits and lament over their own evils as long 
as they are still children of this world with respect to the weakness of 
this life; but God distinguishes them from the children of the devil not 
only by the laver of regeneration but by the uprightness of that faith 
which is active through love, for the just live by faith (C. duas ep. Pel., 
HI, 3 , 4-5). 

And this is an appropriate point at which to leave Augustine, 
pilgrim to the last, still striving after the righteousness and peace 
and joy of the kingdom of God, sobered, when we compare him 
with the Augustine of earlier years, by a succession of discoveries 
which made the way seem much more arduous than it had at first 
appeared, yet all the more confident that the way was safeguarded 
by the divine Emperor himself (cf. Conf., VII, 21, 27). Reciting the 
penitential psalms, he finished his earthly journey on August 28, 
430. 


CONCLUSION 

Augustine the Theologian 


Augustine’s achievement was acknowledged even by his 
contemporaries. Jerome, writing to him in 418 ( Ep . 195 in the 
Augustine corpus) said. 

You are known throughout the world; Catholics honor and esteem 
you as the one who has established anew the ancient faith (conditorem 
atitiquae rnr sum fidei ); and, what is a mark of even greater glory, all the 
heretics denounce you. 

Then he could not help adding that he as well has merited the 
hatred of the heretics. This testimonial was called forth by 
Augustine’s role in the Pelagian controversy, but not by that 
alone. It was an age that was in a position to recognize what a con¬ 
tribution had been made by its own thinkers in reformulating the 
faith on terrain held by classical culture and defending it in the 
face of new problems. And Augustine left his imprint on the 
thought of the Church in as massive a way as Origen; perhaps even 
more Than Gregory Nazianzen he merits the title “the theolo¬ 
gian.” But let us ask in what his virtues as a theologian consist. 

What we have seen of his thought indicates that Jx. was not as 
homogeneous or as original as it is often supposed to be. He was 
not a solitary figure who singlehandedly altered the course of 
Western thought through the uniqueness of his personality or the 
sheer power of his genius. He profited from many_thinkers who 
had gone before, pagan philosophers and Christian theologians. 
He learned his basic affirmations from them and was often led to 
modify his views because of them. The primarily intellectual 
character of his thought is demonstrated in the fact that the major 
turns in his theology are usually precipitated not by personal ex- 
pefiencesVfiowever important that factor may be, nor by external 
circumstances, however compliant with them he often seems, but 
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by his reading something new and being brought face to face with 
a~nevT problem. Far from going his own way in proud isolation, 
he w as open to the opinions of others—open, indeed, in several 
ways, which need distinguishing. 

Sometimes he found their suggestions indispensable in resolv¬ 
ing perplexities that had dogged him for a long time. One thinks 
of the way the philosophy of Plotinus and Porphyry supplied a 
view of things to which he was able to give his own assent, based 
on experiences and reasons of his own, and which he could then 
go on to develop in his own way; or the sense for the moral 
heroism of countless figures in the short history of the Church, 
which impressed him at the time of his conversion and remained a 
vivid image in his mind; or the theological insights of Gregory 
Nazianzen, which provided the clue that brought his Trinitarian 
thought to the natural resolution at which he might never have 
arrived without assistance. In many cases, then, Augustine made 
the views of other men his own, gave “real assent’ 5 to them for 
Himself, and further developed them in an original way. What we 
have here is undoubtedly the core of what we mean by “Augus- 
tinian 55 thought, and when it is allowed to express itself freely— 
as in the Confessions , or in many passages in The Trinity or The City 
of Cod —it has a literary and conceptual power that is almost 
beyond comparison. 

Sometimes he could not arrive at certitude, however; despite 
his interest in a problem and the presence of a large stock of sug¬ 
gestions from others he would remain uncertain, not being able to 
find the decisive reason for taking one position as against another. 
The most striking instance is the question of the ori gin of the_ 
souVcertainly a major question to him and to his age, and one to 
which most men gave a definite, not to say passionate, answer. 
After giving credence to the Platonist theory, he became increas¬ 
ingly uncertain and finally had to leave it an open question, con¬ 
soling himself with the thought that, whatever the answer, the 
soul’s destiny is more important than its origin (De lib . arb ., Ill, 
20, 5 5—22, 63; De an . et eius orig ., IV, 10, 14). 

But often we find that he was influenced by what he himself 
called “authority.” He accepted, especially at the start, the author¬ 
ity of the historians and scientists and philosophers of antiquity, 
took over their picture of the world (which was, after all, the best 
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that was available, however poorly the information had been 
gathered and however uncritically it had been sifted), and tried 
to bring it into harmony with the biblical faith. And he accepted, 
wltfrihcreasing fervor, the authority of the Bible and the tradi¬ 
tions of the Church and the decisions of its councils, in some in¬ 
stances reversing course with what some might think unconscion¬ 
able haste, as when he abandoned Origenism once it came under 
fire, or rejected his earlier rationalism and gave credence to stories 
about miracles in his own day. But Augustine was a man who took 
authority seriously, as a matter of conviction, certainly, perhaps 
also as a matter of necessity; in any case, as a bishop he shared a 
collective responsibility for the life and doctrine of the Church, 
and in the spirit of Cyprian and many other pious and wise men 
he was not prepared to insist upon his own opinions in the face of 
a great cloud of witnesses. 

This acquiescence in authority, the say-so of others, whether in 
culture or in religion, should not cast doubt on his independence 
of mind; where he was sure of a point, as a matter of personal con¬ 
viction, he would stick by it, and even where he accepted the 
testimony or the convictions of others he made an effort to think 
the matter through for himself. Its significance is quite different. 
He was sufficiently aware of the conditions of human knowledge 
—and we in our more critical age can only second him here—to 
know that many things, including some of the most important 
matters, lie beyond the experience of the solitary individual and 
that one must trust the accumulated experiences and beliefs of 
civilization or of the people of God. We in our own day have a far 
greater supply of information about the cosmos and the history of 
the human race and the vicissitudes of the people of God, together 
with a far more critical way of assessing it all and bringing it into 
a unified picture. But we are no less dependent upon the work of 
others, and we come up against enough surprising facts, enough 
reversals in theoretical interpretation, to know that it is often just 
as hard for us to distinguish between duly warranted authority 
and outrageously shortsighted prejudice. We should be able at 
least to understand Augustine’s own kind of respect for his 
authorities. 

One feature of thought based on testimony is that it is neces¬ 
sarily carried on in the hypothetical mood—its logical character 
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is such that it always means, “This is true, if these other assertions 
on the basis of which I have reasoned are true, if this testimony 
coming from others is reliable”; and usually we are conscious of 
that to some degree. In such cases we will not find the original 
insights of a thinker or his deepest convictions by looking directly 
at the assertions that are made; we must look rather at the process 
of reasoning which intervenes between the premise and the con¬ 
clusion, or ask in what light the propositions are understood. 
Consequently it is possible to learn from Augustine’s reasoning 
and appreciate his perspective even where the advance of know¬ 
ledge has reversed many of his assumptions about the world or 
where the sense of the Church has rejected some of the things he 
said about original sin and predestination. Some of the detailed 
assertions he makes can be abandoned, then, without ceasing to 
be “Augustinian” in one’s thinking, for many of those assertions 
were made not with the certitude of immediate intuitions but 
hypothetically, and were given not a “real” but a “notional” 
assent. 

Some such distinction, by the way, is important for the proper 
understanding not only of Augustine’s thought but of his per¬ 
sonality, its dynamics and its development, whether in the fashion 
of conventional biography or following the more penetrating 
methods of psychoanalysis. It would seem comparatively easy to 
classify Augustine in the terminology of psychoanalysis, for 
Augustine was disingenuous enough to disclose much of himself 
in the Confessions and elsewhere. 1 But there can only be a rough- 
hewn characterization of Augustine the man as long as the bio¬ 
grapher or analyst is not in a position to trace the fine details of the 
images to which he responded (in his exegetical writings and ser¬ 
mons, for example) and the meanings they encode, and especially 
if he does not have some sense for the “proximity” or the 
“distance” of each assertion to the center of Augustine’s person¬ 
ality. It may well be that his adherence to Manichaeism, or his 
championing of the doctrines of original sin and predestination, 
often taken to be revealing manifestations of his inward conflicts, 

1 For a recent discussion, see the scries of articles in the Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion, V (Fall, 1965, and Spring, 1966) by James Dittcs, 
Joseph Havens, Walter Houston Clark, David Bakan, Philip Woollcott, and 
Paul Pruyser. 
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will prove to be nothing more than the result of a process of 
reasoning coherently on the basis of the data and options available. 
Even where he makes assertions more centrally, it often appears 
that he came to them more through reflection and insight than 
through impulse. To the psychologist of religion Augustine poses 
a challenge, thus far unmet, to try out his theories on the difficult 
terrain of a life in which emotional intensity was balanced by 
intellectual rigor, and in which there was a complex interaction 
among the roles of a seeker after wisdom, a thinker, and a bishop 
of the Church. 

But having noted Augustine’s willingness to learn from others 
and his complexity as~a man and as a thinker—having acknow¬ 
ledged, in other words, that he was not always either original or 
infallible—let us ask more directly about his virtues as a theo¬ 
logian, the reason for his unique stature among Christian thinkers. 
What suggests itself immediately is his spirit of inquiry —his 
awareness of the problems that lay open before him, his tenacity 
in exploring all possible hypotheses, his sense for what constituted 
a satisfactory answer. He thought of himself chiefly as a seeker 
after understanding; it was to this task that he always returned 
when he had the time, and it was through theological writings 
concerned with difficult problems—freedom of the will, the 
Trinity, the two cities—that he wished to be known beyond the 
circle of his ordinary responsibilities. 

This is not to deny the importance of his exegetical writings or 
of his sermons; but the former were actually vehicles of theolo¬ 
gical inquiry (this is especially true of the succession of commen¬ 
taries on Genesis), and it is often difficult to construe the sermons 
properly if one does not already have a sense for the overall pat¬ 
tern of his theology at a given stage. JScr ipture did have supreme 
authority for him, and it changed his thought in crucial ways 
from time to time. He took his exegetical activities seriously, 
furthermore, and repeatedly he engaged in a systematic study of 
particular passages—the Sermon on the Mount, the creation 
narrative, the Psalms, the Pauline epistles, the gospels, the 
Johannine writings—with an awareness of the diversity within 
Scripture, interpreting each writing in a way suited to its literary 
genre and the meanings he thought it conveyed, sometimesjiferal, 
(as in Paul), sometimes metaphorical (as in the creation narrative), 
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sometimes allegorical (as in the Psalms). Certainly theologians 
today ought more often to follow his example in undertaking a 
careful study of Scripture, and with the same sense for its diver¬ 
sity, disciplined this time, however, by the methods of critical 
historical study that are now at their disposal. 

Yet_Augustine cannot be called primarily an exegete, not only 
according to our own criteria of historical and philological 
scholarship but according to the criteria applicable in his own age. 
By those standards Origen, Ambrosiaster, Jerome, Theodore of 
Mopsuestia, and many others get high marks as interpreters of 
Scripture. But Augustine was not cut out, by training or by 
temperament, to be an interpreter; he possessed neither the 
linguistic skills nor the scholarly patience to accomplish that.task, 
and he never really attempted it. He had begun as a rhetor, not as 
a grammarian or a logician or a polyhistor; and when his career 
as a secular rhetor came to an end, it was in response to the lure 
of philosophy. All his activities were dominated by a concern to 
engage himself directly with real problems, to inquire into the 
truth, to convince others, and to persuade them to decide and act 
in accordance with it. 

Augustine's deepest energies were directed, then, toward the 
theolo gical task. What can we say about his method in theology ? 
First, I think That a study like the one in which we have been 
engaged shows, if we may put it in terms of an ongoing debate 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially in the 
c Protestant theological world, that Augustine was not a “ syste¬ 
matic’ 5 thinker who drew everything out of a few fundamental 
principles or followed a rigorously delineated method, but that 
hejbelongs, despite the unmistakable coherence of his thought, on 
the other side, among tho se thinkers who o perate in terms of par- 
ticula r “problems" ( to poi , loci), examining each of them for itself, 
according to the methods appropriate to it and using whatever 
evidence is available. He was always concerned with a number of 
problems concurrently. In some cases they remained open ques¬ 
tions throughout his career; in other cases he arrived at his funda¬ 
mental convictions quite early. But either way they were 
approached individually, and often the answer given to one 
question would have only a marginal effect upon his position 
with respect to another matter. Whether such a procedure is to be 
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recommended unreservedly can remain open. It might be that it 
leads to eclectic and disjointed thinking, and that Augustine 
sometimes partakes of those faults. But at the best it gives a 
proper sense of the wide range of topics that must be considered 
and the variety of methods that can be used. )/ 

Sometimes more needs to be said about this employment o f a 
variety of methods, for it is perhaps Augustin e’s chiefvirtue as a 
theologian and the point at which we stand to learn the most from 
him today, when we are overly preoccupied with method and often 
let it inhibit a concern with the subject matter itself. In the fourth 
book of On Christian Instruction he spells out the different rhetor¬ 
ical “styles” that are appropriate to different aims—the precision 
of the subdued style for exposition or reasoned argumentation, 
the ardor and seriousness of the moderate style for evaluating and 
praising and condemning, the ornateness of the grand style for 
convincing and persuading; and the same variation is to be found 
in his writings, used quite self-consciously. And just as he culti¬ 
vated a flexibility of style to suit all occasions, he cultivated a 
flexibility of mind to suit the diversity of materials. The unity of 
his thought is not the conceptual unity of a single system but the 
coherence of a single life animated by a passion for the truth and 
“open to whatever might be learned about the one God and the 
one complex cosmos over which he rules. 

As a consequence Augustine can be called the father and pre¬ 
cursor of many different tendencies in Western thought, from the 
most free-ranging speculation to the most narrow dogmatism. 
But where his disciples usually followed only a few methods of 
inquiry, he utilized them all concurrently, often without much 
mutual influence. An “ Augustinian” approach to philosophy and 
theology can accommodate a number of different perspectives, 
then, and because they often remain distinct in Augustine’s own 
work it is not difficult to separate them. There will be: 

(1) a 7iaturalphilosophy engaged in a study of the world, and its 
regular patterns and structures, including the dynamics of living 
things; 

(2) a critical philosophy that describes the character of such acts 
as judging and understanding and asks about the conditions of 
their possibility, leading toward God as the ultimate ground and 
criterion; 
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(3) a phenomenology of finite spirit with its quests and failures, its 
false starts and its glimpses of fulfillment, its bondage and its 
liberation; 

(4) a rational theology rooted in all these things and perhaps 
extending (as Augustine thought it did) to some kind of Trini¬ 
tarian doctrine and a general metaphysic of finite being and its 
relation to God; 

(5) a doctrinal theology or a theology of the history of salvation based 
on the data of Scripture and tradition and stressing, in character¬ 
istic Augustinian fashion, not revealed knowledge so much as the 
practical function of events and institutions in the life of the people 
of God in making salvation present to men; 

(6) a speculative theology or Glauhenslehre engaging in a more 
individual reflection upon the coherence of the various articles of 
faith; 

(7) an anagogical or mystical theology seeking a more intimate 
understanding and experience of the realities known through 
reason and faith; 

(8) an ethics focused on the question of the obedient life within 
the world; 

(9) an ecclesiology concerned with the nature and the ongoing 
life of the Church; 

(10) a theology of culture and a politics in which theology and 
ethics are brought into encounter with the actual character of 
secular life; 

(11) a logic and a rhetoric concerned with analyzing the problems 
of meaning and communicability that may arise from any of these 
enterprises or among them. 

^All^of these-disciplines are now being practice in one or another 
segment of the Christian world. But too often they are practiced 
inTsolation andrevem setat odds with each other. Not only that. 
Many of these types of thought have come under suspicion, and 
there is a timorousness among religious thinkers which allows 
them to be pushed farther and farther into one or another corner 
of the intellectual enterprise. The possibility of any rational theo¬ 
logy, based in a study of nature and of human activity, is called 
into question; the biblical story seems dissolved into a multitude 
of isolated details; the objective reference of religious doctrines is 
often denied; and all that seems to be left is a set of personal atti- 
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tudes and experiences. Augustine can perhaps be of help at this 
point, for his credentials as an “ existen tial ” thinker, interested in 
subjectivity and individuality, are in good order, and he often 
began with immediate experience; but then he moved outward to 
make generalizations about the world and about “being” gener¬ 
ally, for he was convinced that commitments and beliefs must be 
brought into relation with whatever can be known about nature 
and history, perhaps along complex routes of inference, and he 
was prepared to act according to that policy in the face of all its 
risks, since much that he said was based, as he knew, on less than 
adequate information. 

It may be too much to expect the grasp of all these disciplines 
that Augustine achieved; indeed, even by the standards of his age 
he was a gifted amateur in many fields, innocent of the flood of 
literature and the mass of technical'details that began to over¬ 
whelm the specialists in philosophy and the other disciplines in 
the Hellenistic and Roman periods. But it is possible, at the very 
least, to cultivate a sense for the full gamut of theology, refrain 
from elevating one or another method and excluding the others, 
become aware of developments in the different fields and acquire 
sympathy with their concerns. And it may be that a breadth of 
vision like Augustine’s will encourage something of the same kind, 
if not the same degree, of creativity. 

If there is any recommendation that emerges from a study of 
his own procedure, it would be to let all of these diverse enter¬ 
prises—philosophical investigations, biblical studies, theological 
reflection, scrutiny of contemporary life and its prospects, logical 
analyses—go their own way, following their own methods and 
using the appropriate data, but to resist the temptation to claim 
dominion for any of them or announce a synthesis prematurely 
and instead to let them interact and find their own balance within 
the broad horizon marked out by a deeply motivated search for 
truth and a passionate commitment to all genuine values. 

And if there is any one way in which Augustine’s procedure 
stimulates further thought about the overarching organization of 
these various disciplines, it is in presenting an alternative to the 
pattern which has shaped the assumptions of most theology since 
Thomas Aquinas, according to which reason goes part of the way 
and revelation then takes over. Augustine instead viewed the 
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doctrine of God, including even the doctrine of the Trinity, as a 
matter for rational investigation, animated, to be sure, by a re¬ 
ligious passion, and helped along its way by Scripture and dogma, 
but in the last analysis open to understanding. He saw the chief 
function of Scripture to be not that of making God’s reality and 
nature known (though these also are involved) but that of de¬ 
claring God’s intentions for the human race and telling the story 
of a succession of events in which his salvation took effect within 
the human communities of Israel and the Church. He seems, then, 
to give aid and comfort to the approach to Scripture that has been 
characteristic of recent centuries, with its stress on the human 
aspects of Scripture and the particularity of its heritage—and at 
the same time to the attempts of some philosophers (one thinks 
chiefly of Whitehead and Hartshorne) to carry out extensive reflec¬ 
tions on theological problems and to regard God as perhaps the 
most intelligible of all the realities with which they must concern 
themselves. 

I suspect that the Thomist pattern was appropriate to (and may 
have been suggested by) the kind of Christian domination of cul¬ 
ture that prevailed in a former era. But it may not be at all effective 
in a world like the one Augustine knew, at least in his earlier years 
before the alliance of throne and altar was cemented, or a world 
like the one into which we have been thrust in our own time, a 
world in which religious authority does not have a commanding 
position and certitude must come, on one side, from intellectual 
conviction arrived at in the open competition of ideas and, on the 
other side, from the vitality and sense of direction of clearly 
defined religious communities. As we enter a new era, it may be 
that we will find Augustine a reliable guide. 
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Platonists, 70-71, 73, 238, 252-254 
Essence, in the doctrine of the Trinity, 
296-298 

Evil, 144; natural, 216 
Fall of the soul, 68-72, 158-159, 180, 
192 

Fate, Augustine’s denial of it, 313-314; 
as a problem in Augustine’s thought, 
322-325, 329-330 
Faustus of Milevis, 28 
Favonius, 30 

Formation, 136-139, 142-143 
Formative conversion, in creatures, 
114-116, 136-139, 141-143, 199-204; 
in the Trinity, 225, 299 
Freedom, Augustine’s concern for its 
reality, 137-138, 143-145. 160-165, 
167-168,313-314. i l 9 
Frui Deo , 66-67 
Frui and uti, 130 

Generation of the Son, 298-299 
God, human knowledge of, 73, 81-82, 
129; as Essentia , 138-139; the perfec¬ 
tion of his nature, 297; his mode of 
action, 219-220, 221-222; his gover¬ 
nance, 220; his foreknowledge, 314, 
320-322, 326-327, 329 
Grace, the meaning of the term in the 
earlier writings, 161-162, 165, 177; 
its meaning for Pclagius, 288; in the 
primitive state, 163-164, 201-204, 
314—315; in conversion, 201-204, 
332-334; in perseverance, 328-329, 
330-331 

Gregory Nazianzen, 116, 148, 149, 150, 
294-296 

Gregory of Nyssa, 148 

Guilt, 158-160, 258-259, 317-319 

Happiness, 61-68, 114-115 
Heidegger, Martin, 212 
Hermogenianus, 32 
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Hierius, 29 

Hilary of Poitiers, 116, 121, 12211., 226, 
227 

History, meaning of the term in anti¬ 
quity, 125,128-129; fully known only 
through revelation, 129-130, 257 
Honorius, 248-249 

Ideas, divine, 46, 208, 210, 211-213, 2I 4 
Idolatry, 248-249 
Illumination, 103-107 
Image of God, 115-116, 259, 307-308 
Imagination, 244-249 
Incarnation as “mission” of Son, 228, 
229; as chief instance of predestina¬ 
tion and grace, 336-337 
Indwelling, divine, 228-229 
Integrity, state of, 314-315 
Intelligible realm, 78, 87-88 
Irenaeus, influence on Augustine’s 
understanding of the primitive state, 
264-265 

James, William, 215 
Jerome, 150, 263-264, 294, 341 
Jesus Christ, 126, 130, 146-156; union 
of natures, 147,149,151-15 2,15 3-15 4, 
155-156; unity of person, 147, 150- 
152; function of human mind, 146- 
147, 148, 149, 150, 153—154, 156, 
3 37m; chief instance of predestination 
and grace, 336-337; Augustine’s 
understanding related to later Christo- 
logical dogma, 147-148, 155 
Julian of Eclanum, 294, 311-312, 317 
Julian the Theurgist, author of the 
Chaldaean Oracle s y 50-51, 242 
Judgment as a rational act, 100-102, 231, 
231-232 

Kierkegaard, Soren, 190 
Law, civil, 272 

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm, 145, 216, 

. 2I? 

Liberal arts: see Rational disciplines 
Licentius, 45 

Logic, Augustine’s knowledge of, 46, 
85-87, 91; of idolatry, 248; of preach¬ 
ing, 327 

Lonergan, Bernard, 106, 3 3 on. 

Love, 47, 193, 202-203, 232-234, 235, 
236,328 

Luther, Martin, 174, 259, 327 
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Manichaeism, 28-29, 72, 161, 317; in 
North Africa, 28 
Marechal, Joseph, 106 
Marriage, its three ends, 316 
Martyrs, 126 

Matter, corporeal, 139-141, 143; 

spiritual, 136-138, 139-140, 141-142 
Merit, 177, 259-260, 329 
Metaphysics, character of Augustine’s, 
135-146 

Mind, its capacity for God, 68, 114-116, 
202-203, 230-236, 333-334 
Miracles, 127, 219 
Molina, Luis de, 320 
Monasticism, Augustine’s relation to, 
40,131 

Monica, 25, 31, 43, 91, 113 
Mortality, 158, 159, 177-178; of Adam, 
264-265 

Mysticism, question of Augustine’s, 35, 
68, 113-114 {see also Contemplation 
and Ecstatic experiences) 

Nature, meaning of the term in the 
Pelagian controversy, 289-293; and 
grace, 163-164, 200-204 
Ncbridius, 43, 131 

Newman, John Henry, 70, 162m, 214 
Nicomachus of Gerasa, 30, 48-49, 103 
Niebuhr, H. Richard, 188 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 190 
Nonbeing in the origin of evil, 64 

Old Testament, allegorical interpreta¬ 
tion of, 30-31, 204-205, 345-346 
OrdOy as discussed at Cassiciacum, 47, 48; 

subsequent meaning of the term, 118 
Origcn, 69-70, 108, 112, 136, 148, 199, 
206, 214-215 

Origenist controversy, 263-264 
Original sin, 180, 192, 258-266, 316— 
319; reasons for opposition to the 
doctrine, 279-280; as a perversion of 
the soul, 317-318; continuing effects 
in believers, 260, 285, 338 

Participation, 115—116, 121-122, 139 
Pauline epistles, influence in Augustine’s 
life, 28, 35-36, 37 , 38, 39 , 4 i, 156-157, 
158, 161-163, 177—179, 180-182, 

264-265; Augustine’s interpretation 
of, 39, 156-165, 176-182, 264-265 
Paul of Samosata, 148, 155 
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Paulinus, deacon of Milan, 265-266 
Pelagian controversy, 278-294; chief 
issues, 284; and the early Augustine, 
159; the reasons for Augustine’s 
opposition, 281-284 
Pelagianism, social and political signi¬ 
ficance, 273, 281, 293-294 
Pelagius, 279, 280-281, 288-289, 292, 
* 93,333 

People, Augustine’s definition of a. 


c 270-271 

J Perseverance, gift of, 324-325, 327-329 
Person, Augustine’s use of the term, 
150-151 

Philo of Alexandria, 199, 210 
Philo of Larissa, 46 

Philosophy, as a quest and a way of life, 
25-26, 32, 74, 76-77, 83; as exercising 
the soul, 91; its harmony with articles 
of faith, 73; its divine origin, 73-74 
Photinianism, 146-147 
Physical occurrences, 97-98, 101 
Plato, 117, 124, 126, 128, 214; Twidens, 
240-241, 253-256 

Platonism, 73-74, 102, 132, 134, 136 
Platonists, Augustine’s attitude toward 
them, 37, 124, 242-249, 256-257 
Plotinus, }}, 34, 43-45, 49, 53, 69, 70, 
7i. 72-73. 9°, >07, in, 136, 192, 199, 
211, 212, 214, 299 
Political life, Augustine’s assessment of, 
270-278 
. Ponticianus, 3 8 

Porphyry, 33, 49“54, 7°, 7L 9°, no, 
no-111, in-112, 124-126, 237-258; 
his relation to Christianity, 241-242; 
his understanding of beatitude, 252- 
253; 'Philosophy from Oracles (=De 
regressu animae ?), 50-51, 124-126, 

238-242, 251, 252, 253-254, 256; 
Against the Christians , 257-258 
Posidonius of Rhodes, 26, 45, 48, 210, 
248 

Predestination, Augustine’s view after 
397, 178-180, 319-332; its relation to 
human freedom, 320-322, 326-327, 
329; meaning of the term, 326 
Presence, of God, 154-155; of soul to 
body, 211 

Proteus as a symbol of divine Truth, 
83-84 

Providence, 219-2 21 


Purification, 238-241 
Pythagoras, 80 

Pythagoreanism, 29-30, 32, 48-49 

Rahner, Karl, 106, 151, 156, 212, 312 
Rational disciplines, 79-80, 80-81, 91, 
102-103, 186 

Kationes seminales , see Seeds 
Reason, meanings of the term, 82-83; 
inquiry and argumentation, 72-73, 
75; exercising of the mind, 75-77, 81, 
87-88; understanding of faith, 130- 

131 

Redemption, Augustine’s understanding 
of, 165-176; meaning of the term, 
165, 168, 172-173 

Relation, in the Trinity, 295-299; in the 
human mind, 300-301, 302, 303-304, 
305-306 

Religion, 123-131 
Resurrection, 252-254 
Revelation, 129-130; its role in salva¬ 
tion, 74-75, 129-130, 257 
Romanianus, 32, 60 
Rome, sack of, 266, 268, 275 
Rufinus, presbyter of Aquileia, 263-264, 
295 

Rufinus, presbyter from Syria, 279-280 
Sacrifice, meaning of the term, 171, 
i72-i73> 175 

Salvation, two ways of, 75-77; before 
Christ and outside the Church, 323- 

3^. 335-336 

Scheeben, Matthias Joseph, 312 
Schleiermachcr, Friedrich, 151, 156, 312 
Scientia and sapientia, 49, 206, 207 
Scripture, Augustine’s method of inter¬ 
pretation, 198-199, 204-207 
Seeds, 216-218, 227-228 
Self-knowledge, 81, 99-100, 104, 300- 
306 

Sensation, 93-98 
Sexual desire, 316-319 
Sexuality, whether it belonged to man 
at creation, 108, 264 
Simplicianus, 36, 74, 178 
Sin, its origin, 144-145 {see also Original 
sin) 

Sotion, 47 

Soul, its nature, 52, 92-93, 95; as self- 
subsisting, 95, 301-302; its liberation 
from the corporeal, 70-71, 73, 238- 
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241, 252-253; its proper relationship 
to bodies, 146-147, 211-213; its 
preexistence, 69—70, 192-193, 257, 
264 

Space, 98 

Stoicism, 62-63, 74, 78, 84, 112, 117, 
121 

Sudrez, Francisco, 320 
Substance, meaning of the term, 289- 
290, 296, 302-303 
Symmachus, 268 

Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre, 145, 222 
Terence, 62-63 
Tcrtullian, 227 

Theodorus, Flavius Manlius, 33, 48, 54, 
60, 69, 90 
Theodosius, 276 

Theology, meaning of the term for 
Augustine, 2on. 

Theophanies, 227-228, 229-230 
Theophrastus, 47, 92 
Thomas Aquinas, 203 
Thomism, 102, 103-104, 105 
Tillich, Paul, 106, 169, 188 
Time, 98 

Triadic structure of finite being, 116-123 
Trinity, 116-123, 223-237, 294-309; 
distinct effects of the persons, 152- 
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153, 228-229; Trinitarian missions, 
226-230; in human experience, 230- 
234 , 333-334 

Truths, eternal, their character, 84, 86- 
87; arguments for, 85-86 
Tyconius, 157, 180-182 

Unity, 78-79 

Valentinian II, 32 
Valerius, 131 

Varro, 29, 45-47, 66, 91, 92, 102, no, 
112, 118, 121 

Verbnm mentis , 225-226, 300-301, 304- 
307 , 309 
Verecundus, 43 
Vices, 109-m 

Victorinus, Marius, 33, 34, 36-37, 43, 
45 , 53 

Vinccntius Victor, 311 
Virtue, 62-68, 88, 107-113, 274 
Vulgate, 224, 232n., 237 

Whitehead, Alfred North, 96, 97, 145, 
222 

Willing, its general characteristics, 40- 
42, 144-145, 287-288, 289, 290-292 
Wisdom, 64-66, 114-116 

Zeno, 48 
Zenobius, 32, 60 
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